













GIRL OF THE ROAD.... 
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' She sank back and fought unsuccessfully 

against the roaring tide of relief and grati- 
' hide that swept over her. Finally she wept, 
silently, sobs shaking her shoulders and tears 
trickling through her fingers where her hands 
were pressed hard against her face. 

He took her in his arms and held her close 
until she was under control again. 

* “Jim, where’s the truck parked?" 

“In a dark comer of the parking lot." 

She stood up and pulling him close, kissed 
him with fierce possessiveness. “I want to 
sleep in'iRe truck." 

H His voice was husky with emotion. “Me, \ 
too.” 
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CHAPTER 1 

f 


Her stride, though firm, and teUing suave tales of ex¬ 
cellent musculature ripphng beneath her youthful 
skin, had that hesitation of one whose destination is 
indefinite. Suimy Neversen’s destination was even 
more indefinite than that. Simply put, she not only 
did not know where she was going, but she didn’t 
care. She hadn’t left home with any place in mind to 
which it was important that she go. Her move was in¬ 
itiated by the desire to leave rather than arrive. The 
world was large, and in her present frame of mind 
there couldl^iardly be a worse place than home; so she 
was merely looking for the best* possible place to 
hang her nonexistent hat. In her brown, strong hand 
she carried her store'of worldly goods encased in 
a cheap bag of the “please don’t rain” variety and, 
at the moment, rain seemed the most likely meteor¬ 
ological reaction to expect; therefore. Sunny’s other¬ 
wise smooth brow was furrowed and not a little 
concerned, not only for the suitcase, but for her 
strong, well-constructed body as well. Sunny was a 
girl who loved physical comfort, and for ten days she 
had had httle of it. 
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Already, she had found that Federal highways 
were best for hitch-hiking because she didn't have to 
accept the first offer—this being of prime importance 
to any girl not a hag—unless she was willing to accept 
detours and interruptions in her travel. Sunny Never- 
sen, whatever else she might have been labeled, 
could not by the most ridiculous stretch of the im¬ 
agination have been called a hag. She was healthy, 
and few healthy women are hags, even if they don’t 
come up to the Hollywood standard of physical ele¬ 
gance. 

At the moment, she was wearing jeans and a man’s 
plain blue shirt, the former fitting her fundament 
with that closenesss for which jeans are celebrated, 
and the latter fitting her upper story endowments 
even closer. Not because of any desire of Sunny’s to 
appear exotic or demonstrative, but because there 
was nothing outside of amputation that she could 
have done about it. And men’s shirts are contrived 
for chests that are flat, not chests which bulge firmly 
and provocatively. Her face was pert and animated; 
her nose a delightfully carved, saucy, little append¬ 
age which lifted easily and had the thin, sensitive 
nostrils of a blooded mare. 

Her head swimg sharply to the north, then to the 
south. Though she was traveling south, she’d retrace 
her steps a ways to avoid a wetting. It was nearing 
winter and nights were sometimes quite cold, even 
when dry. Sunny might have had a bed every night 
that she traveled, but she liked to sleep alone unless 
she chose to sleep with someone. She disliked having 
the choice made for her. 

U.S. Highway 61 stretched southward, through 
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Memphis and into Mississippi. She dishked Memphis 
intensely, considering it a pretense rather than a city. 
Even with its political bosses, its morality (which 
she questioned after her one brush with the law), 
and its stufiFy Southern outlook, she would have pre¬ 
ferred another night there to getting deluged by the 
enormous black cloud that was rolling slowly up 
from the south with a blue black pall of rain 
beneath its frowning, tumbling lip. She leaned back 
against a small tree and gazed wearily down the 
ribbon of concrete that stretched before her without 
a curve or a rise in sight. It went on endlessly into 
the gathering dusk and disappeared like a plane that 
climbs high into the stratospheric haze. Thunder 
racketed and grumbled in the distance; the sound, 
for some reason, striking a chord of nostalgia in her 
breast, and quick hot tears appeared for a moment 
in her clear hazel eyes. She shook her head angrily, 
making her short bronze hair dance about her head. 
She had made her decision and that was all there was 
to it. Home was far away in the Kansas plains, and she 
had not the Slightest intention of ever returning. 

To her right a hum sounded. A truck, she thought 
gladly—not one of those national companies, she 
hoped, but a local or near local one that hadn't given 
its drivers orders to leave hitch-hikers where they 
stood, their jobs being forfeited otherwise. She had 
seen them shake their heads sadly as they slowed and 
passed, pointing to the small sign on their wind¬ 
shields reading, “No Riders.” 

She watched this one approach, the hum having 
changed now to a roar, and crossed her fingers hope¬ 
fully. Make it a locall A nice boy who has frowsy 
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hair, a conscience, and a mother or sisters, who might 
try something all right, but will take no for an 
answer. On it swept under the impetus of its power¬ 
ful engine, driving toward her steadily and speedily, 
a giant with a red cab and a shiny aluminum-colored 
trailer. 

When it was three hundred yards away she walked 
to the edge of the road and, putting her bag on the | 
. grass, drew in her stomach, stood very straight, and * 
might have thrust her breasts into sharper definition. 

She knew that the sight of a pretty girl often has the 
power to change men’s minds and she had, in her | 
travels, changed many of them—then changed them 
back again. As she lifted her left thumb in the time 
honored signal, the hum of the engine died instantly 
to a whisper, and the staccato hiss of air brakes came 
to her ears. I 

Opposite her it stopped, and a big, personable lad ’ 
with a heavy scalp of frowsy, blond hair grinned 
across the road at her. “Hiya, chick, goin’ my way?” 

She turned on the full power of her smile, her even 
teeth showing whitely in the gathering'dusk. 

“I sure am. There’s a rain coming.” 

“And night cornin’,” he added. “Either one of ’em 
is bad if you ain’t prepared for ’em.” 

She went around the blunt, chrome nose of the red 
monster and was surprised and pleased to note that 
he was standing ready to assist her into the cab, a 
gesture which she accepted and appreciated. 

“I’m Jim Bottomly,” he said as he opened the door | 
on the other side and climbed in. 

“I’m Sunny Neversen,” she said, smiling, and she 1 
held out her han d which he gripped firmly. '^■1 
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“Glad to know you." 

“Right now I’m pleased to meet you, too,” she said 
with a rueful glance at the approaching storm. 

He let out the pedal and double-clutched the great 
van through four gears and into high before he spoke 
again. “Been on the road long?” 

“About ten days.” 

“You look mighty clean for a girl traveling.” 

“That’s because I bathe. The others don’t.” 

“You ought to see some of ’em. Tramps, that’s all. 
Now you look like a right nice girl.” 

“Thanks.” 

“I mean it. You look nice . . . well, you're pretty. 
That’s the only word that fits you.” 

She grinned like a vixen. “They don’t usually get 
around to telling me that for some time.” 

The boy flushed to the roots of his hair- “Gee . . . 
I mean ... I didn’t mean anything. I just said what 
I thought.” 

“I know, Jim,” she said, putting a contrite hand 
over his ^ ijb> rested lightly on the wheel. “I was 
kidding, really.” 

He shook his head. “I bet you do have trouble, too. 
I hear truckers always talking about the girls they 
pick up and what happens.” 

“Don’t you ever pick up that kind?” 

"Sure. I feel sorry for people who have to walk 
and I pick ’em up, but I don’t fool with ’em. It don’t 
pay ... ’specially those tramps.” He shook his broad 
shoulders. “Dirty, probably all . . .” He glanced at 
her quickly. 

“You mean diseased?” 

“Sure, that’s it.” 
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“Jim, I’ll bet your mother’s proud of you.” 

*^011, you Imow how they are. I could be the 
sorriest guy in the world and Mom’d think I was 
tops.” 

“Yes, but she raised you right. You’re respectful 
to women and you know the right kind.” 

“I think you’re the right kind.” 

“Why?” 

“Because you talk good ahd you’re clean. I never 
believed anybody could be too bad ... I mean real 
bad ... if they kept themselves clean.” I 

“It’s getting a httle rugged with winter coming on.” I 

“How’s that?” j 

“The creeks and waterholes are getting cold.” [ 

“Gee ... you mean that’s where you bathe?” 

“That’s the only place I have, Jim. I don’t have^B 
much money. I sleep out and 1 bathe where I can | 
find privacy and a water hole.” 

He colored again and staggered up to his sentence. 
“You mean nobody won’t let you stay in a tourist 
court . . . people you catch rides with, I mean?” 

“Some of them ... If I’d let them stay with me.” 

“And you wouldn’t do that.” 

“Why wouldn’t I?” 

“You answer it. You got me beat there, chick. 
Somehow, the way you said it you have slept with 
men and yet,..” 

“And yet I don’t seem the type?” 

He took a long look at her. 

“Come to think about it, you remind me of a 
girl who used to teach me in high school.” 

“How?” 

“She was the nicest girl I ever met,” he said seri- 
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ously. “Neat, pretty, and clean as a milk pail. One. 
night I went out with her after a football game . . . 

I played sub then ... too small, and one thing lead 
to another and finally . . ” He shrugged. “I did, and 
for a whole week I ducked her till she cornered me 
one day and I ain’t never had a woman talk to me 
' like that before, and when I got through she had 
me convinced that a woman had desires like a man, 
and why should that make her something bad? It 
took me three months to get it all straight in my 
mind, and now there ain’t a woman in the state of 
Mississippi I think any more of than I do her.” 

For some reason Sunny’s heart swelled almost to 
the bursting point and she had to fight tears. “You 
mean to tell me there’s a single man alive who real¬ 
izes that? That because a woman has desires that it 
doesn’t make her something evil and, and . . . well, 
bad?” 

“This one does,” he said soberly. “I was a fool 
once, but I didn’t stay that way I’m glad to say. For 
two years I w§nt witli her, and there wasn’t much we 
didn’t do ’cause we was sort of well met, you know.” 

“I know perfectly well what you mean,^ Jim.” 

“Unh hunh. You wouldl You Imow, I like the heck 
out of you.” 

“I like you too, Jim. I didn’t think I’d ever meet 
the man who felt that way about women.” 

“I love women,” he said with simple seriousness. 
“I love ’em all. This teacher taught me what a rough 
row women have to hoe, from birth to death. You 
know. Mom’s a widow and I tell her everything. 
I told her about the teacher.” 

^ “You did? What did she say?” 


moinev. Too. TMom fixes me a luncn SO T5ig 1 generj 
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“I can hear her right now. ‘Son/ she says, T brought 
you up right, but you’re a man and men are like 
that. If the girl did that then she gave you everything 
in the world she had to give. You can do what you 
want to and even if it is found out people’ll say it’s 
just because you’re a man. If it gets out on the girl 
she’ll be ruined. She’d lose her job and never could 
get another one in this state. Maybe no place. What¬ 
ever you do, don’t you never talk loose about women. 
You’re a man, you'll do what men do, but always 
remember the girl. It’s the least you could do after 
what she did for youl’ ” 

Sunny’s eyes were wet. “She must be a wonderful 
woman.” 

“She’s the best. Papa I never could talk to very 
much, but I always told Mom everything and she 
never failed me yet.” 

“Maybe I’d still be home if mine had been under¬ 
standing like that.” 

“I’ll tell you what my Mom did. She took Papa’s 
insurance money and bought me this truck.” 

“Oh, then this is yours?” 

“Sine.” He reached back and slid aside a panel 
behind the seat. “Look at* the innerspring.” 

Behind the seat was a roomy area fitted for sleep¬ 
ing with a bed neatly made and ready for occupancy. 

“Mom fixed it up for me after I made the neces¬ 
sary alterations. I bought a sleeper so I could save 
money.” 



i. You just null off the mad 
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“I don’t know. I alwavs wanted to eet rich without 
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money, too. Mom fixes me a lunch so big I generally 
get where I’m going before it gives out.” 

The rain, a sold wall of gray, struck the truck 
with a pounding roar and in a matter of seconds had 
blotted the road out ahead of them until he had to 
slow to a crawl. Lightning flared with blue fury, 
making the head lights seem dim. 

“I hate to drive like this. Glad I ain’t in a hurry 
this time.” 

“Where are you going?” 

“To Florida for a load of celery^ 

“Are you empty now?” 

“I’m runnin’ fight, but I got a bunch of froglegs 
I picked up in Memphis, and some late roastin’ ears'. 
That’s com, since you sound like a Yankee.” 

“Kansas,” she corrected. "Does it pay to carry 
those things?” 

“Sure. I know a feller-in New Orleans who’ll pay 
good for ’em. He knows me and knows I won’t let 
nobody put bad stuff off on him. He could get ’em 
there all right, but I bring ’em right to his door, so 
what does h? care as long as the price is right.” 

“I didn’t think of Memphis as a frogleg town.” 

“It ain’t. Negroes and share croppers catch ’em, 
and this one man handles all Memphis needs and 
has some left over. It beats rolling empty, and I got 
a refrigerator trailer. That way you can haul any¬ 
thing.” 

“And your mother bought the truck?” 

"Sure did. I make good with it, too, but I don’t 
like it too much. Soon’s I pay her back I might try 
something else.” 

"Like what?” 
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“I don’t know. I always wanted to get rich without 
working for it.” 

She laughed. “That’s what I always wanted. Think 
we’ll ever make it?” 

“I doubt it. Well probably wind up making a 
living doing something we hate.” 

He slowed down even more because the rain had 
turned into an almost solid wall, and the water was 
a sheet.across the road from shoulder to shoulder. 
A garish burst of hghtning seared the world like the 
tail of a gargantuan meteor, making the girl start 
involuntarily. Seconds later, a car whipped by taking 
six inches of the middle strip and missing the truck 
by a matter of a breath. 

Jim blew with a whoosh and muttered a curse. 
“Fool. Going fifty when he can’t see well enough to 
go twenty. Tm getting off this death trail. I ain t had 
a wreck yet, but there’s always the first time. 
“Wherell you stop?” 

“A road branches off to Broadhaven about half a 
mile further down, and a Uttle ways in is a spot where 
a filling station burned. It makes a good parking 
place.” 

There was silence in the cab until the truck 
cnmched off on the gravel road. 

“L.ook,ichick, you can have the bed and I’ll sleep 
in the cab. I meant to put you mp in a court when I 
got ready to pull in for the night, but I think this is 
best.” 

“I don’t blame you for getting off the road, Jim. 
It was getting dangerous.” 

“Too dangerous. Here we are.” 

He whipped the truck sharply up the incline. 
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pulled close to the fire-blackened site of the old 
service station, and killed the motor. For a while they 
sat still, listening to the drumming of the rain, the 
cannonading of thunder, and the tick-tick of shrink¬ 
ing metal. 

Jim reached into a cubicle and pulled out a huge 
shoe box tied with a piece of blue cord. “Feed time, 
chicken. Ready to dive in?” 

“No, Jim. I won’t eat your lunch. You’ll need it for 
the road.” 

“Look here,” he said crossly, “if you think for a 
minute that I’m sittin’ here and eatin’ alone, you’re 
nuts. Sure, I need it for the road. You need it to keep 
your feet. You need it worse than me, and I don’t 
want to catch you shyin’ away from the chicken.” 

Fifteen minutes later they grinned greasily at each 
other in the dim illumination of the dome light. 

“Gosh, but that was good. Your mother cook it?” 

“Sure. She’s the best cook in Mississippi.” 

“She must be. Those rolls were wonderful.” 

“She’s proud of ’em. Smoke?” 

She accepted a Lucky, then a light for it. “I have 
the suction. Nothing else.” 

He looked at her across the light of the match, then 
cupped it and lit his own. The red flame etched into 
sharp detail the strong planes of his rather craggy 
face. It was not handsome, but there was a quiet, 
humorous strength to soften the angles and a certain 
latent brutahty that seemed to lurk iQ.his eyes. For 
some reason. Sunny felt a swift chill strike her heart, 
but it was not a chill of fear. 

“What time is it?” she asked. 

From the same cubicle that he had taken the 
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lunch, he brought forth a battered rusty alarm clock 
that ticked away steadily. 

“Ben says it’s eight o’dock. Where’d you sleep last 

night?” 

“In a dry culvert. I made a bed of newspapers and 
covered up with more of them. The sand was soft, 
but it got hard along about daylight.” 

' “Sand does that. You must be pretty tired. Better 
hit the sack.” 

Her eyes, big, soft, but imperious met his with a 
clash. “Jhn, I’m not taking your bed.” 

“You’ll take the bed. I’ll take the seat. I>e done it 
before.” 

“And I’ve slept in culverts.” 

“And you didn’t like it, either. Get along to bed.” 

“I mean it. I’m not taking your bed.” 

He examined her determined face with its strong 
jaw, perky nose, and full, sensuous mouth. 

“I beheve you do mean it.” 

“I certainly do.” 

“Why, because it’ll do me out of the l^d?” 

“That’s right.” 

There was another long spell of mutual examina¬ 
tion. Jim found himself gazing without conscious 
awareness at the faint depression visible where the 
neck of the shirt stood open, barely betokening the 
firm, rich rise of her breasts. 

“Can I make a suggestion?” he asked, half timidly. 

“Of course.” 

“And you won’t get mad at me? I mean, think I m 
trying anything?” 

“Oh, no, Jim.” 

“Well, if you won’t mind ... I... we could both 
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sleep back there. I make you a promise. I won’t 
touch you.” 

Her smile was misty and a little tremulous. “You’re 
a great gentleman, Jim. I love you for that.” 

“Then you will?” 

“Yes.” 


“That’s fine. You want to go first?” 

“No. You go first, then I’ll go. While you’re getting 
set, I’m going to take a bath.” » 

“What? Wherer 

She swept her hand outward. “There. Rain makes 
a fine shower.” 

He looked at her astonished. “Why that stuff’d 
freeze the ... I mean it’s cold as all get-out. I think 


a cold front is cornin’ down.” 

She made an attractively puckered face at him. 


“I won’t mind. I’m used to it.” 

He chuckled. “Well, one sure thing, I wouldn’t 
do it, and if it’ll make you feel any better I took a 
bath before I left home this afternoon, so you won’t 
be sleepin’ with a dirty man.” 

She reached over with an impulsive burst of affec¬ 
tion and put a soft palm against his face. 

“Jim, I think you are about the nicest man I know. 


I’m going to hate leaving you. 

“Me, too. I don’t often cotton to people as quick 
as I have to you.” 

“All right, now that we’ve admired each other, 
suppose you duck into the bedroom while I undress 
and shower.” 

He thumbed back the panel and slid into the cav¬ 
ern with the ease of a gymnast, the muscles shding 
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like iron cables beneath the tan of his skin. “Don’t 
freeze,” he called as he lowered the panel. 

I won t. 

She slipped out of her strong brown oxfords, skin¬ 
ned the socks ofiF and tucked them into the shoes. 
Then she slipped out of the shirt, thumbed the catch 
of her brassiere and gazed for a moment at her im- 
supported breasts spiking eagerly upward as she 
arched her back. She slipped out of her jeans and 
glanced with pride at the slim band of white encir¬ 
cling her narrow waist and clinging to her strong 
thighs. When she had left home she had taken thirty 
dollars, which she considered she had earned and the 
first thing she did was to dispense with her muslin 
underwear and bandeau and purchase some decent 
imderclothes. She had not yet grown accustomed to 
them and at times during the day she would think 
of them, and feel their clinging softness with a relish 
that would make her shiver. 

Slowly and carefully she drew them off and, tak¬ 
ing a deep breath, she hurled herself out into the 
choking downpour. Like lashes of frozen whips, the 
chilling flood battered at her skin with nerve-knotting 
blows. She gasped and rubbed the soap over her 
body, but the rain washed it away as fast as she could 
lather, so she ducked under the protection of the 
trailer and soaped frantically. Polar-bear-white with 
lather, she crawled out into the rain again and 
whirled about like an adagio dancer until her skin 
grided with cleanliness; then she leaped back to the 
warm protection of the cab to find that Jim had 
spread a huge bath towel on the seat. Falling prone 
on its rough nap, she rolled over, wrapping herself 
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in it. For five minutes she lay shivering, huddling in 
the folds of the towel and letting warmth creep back 
into her veins. 

Jim knocked on the panel. “Hey, chick, aint you 
about froze?” 

“N-n-not too m-much,” she quavered. 

"Why don’t you come on to bed. It’s cozy here. 

“I don’t have on my pajamas.” She could feel his 
blush as he hesitated. 

“You mean you carry pajamas, too?” 

“Sure, but I don’t get to sljgep in them much. When 
I sleep out I don’t'take off my clothes. 

“As an old.G.I.j'i*d say you’re smart.” 

“Of coxirse I’m smstft.” 

She got out her pajamas, proud of them also, al¬ 
though they were plains cotton broadcloth mens 
pajamas, but better than the hideous flannelette 
mother-hubbards her fhmilyj always provided, and 
insisted that she wem; She polled them on and dried 
her hair vigorously, remembering that scarcely two 
weeks ago her hair had been so long that the very 
weight of it gave her headaches, and took two hours 
of hard work to dry once it was washed. Lopping off 
her beautiful hair had been the first act of emancipa¬ 
tion, and she had been paid ten dollars for it. 

Warmed, dried, and clad in pajamas too big for 
her, she climbed through the portal and snuggled 
under the warm blanket that Jim threw back for 
her. She got a gUmpse of the hair on his chest and 
saw that he was wearing only his shorts. A tide of 
hot blood poimded in her head as she stretched out 
gratefully on the mattress, much softer than any she 
had ever experienced. At home, the mattresses were 
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of hard cotton or lumpy moss, and this was her first 
experience on a good mattress. 

“Jim this is heaven . . . simply heaven.’* 

He reached over and patted her shoulder compan- 
ionably. “You ve had a hard time, haven’t you, Idd?” 

“It hasn’t been too m*ce, I can tell you that.” 

“It must have been bad to make a pretty thing 
like you leave home.” 

Sunny wriggled deeper beneath the blanket and 
stretched. “I’m a person, Jim, not a pattern. Where 
I came from you had to go through the hole they 
cut for you. I didn’t fit. Is there a light in here?” 

*^ure.” He fumbled, and a tiny red bulb flooded 
the small space with a dull warm light. 

She sat up. “My head s still wet and I’m not com¬ 
fortable.” She leaned over, reaching for the towel 
on the seat, her pajama coat coming up and showing 
Jim a few inches of silken skin, ruddy in the glow of 
the little light. She scrubbed her head hard with the 
towel, leaning over when she was finished to get a 
brush from her bag. This time he saw even more skin 
and stirred restlessly on his side of the bed. She 
whipped the brush through her hair rapidly until 
at last it was dry and shimmering with cleanliness. It 
frothed about her well-shaped head in a halo of cop¬ 
per gold, making Jim want to catch it in his hands 
and bury his face in its luxuriant depths. 

Sunny was not oblivious to his rapt gaze, but she 
did not lift her own eyes to intercept it. She was 
afraid. Just being beside him as she was had given rise 
to several upsetting and exciting throbs, and she was 
considerably more afraid of herself than she was of 
him. 
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She replaced the brush, wriggled under the blan¬ 
ket again, and sighed comfortably. “I wonder if you 
know how I feel?” she said, with a curious richness 
in her voice. 

“You mean being in bed with a man?” 

“No . . .” She laughed. “Somehow there doesn’t 
seem anything wrong about that. I guess because it s 
you. You’re so much different from any man I ve ever 
known. Because it’s you it doesn t seem to be ... oh, 

I don’t know.” 

“I think I do." 

“We can’t always put things into words. Like why 
I left home. I felt I was being choked to death. I love 
beautiful things, clothes, automobiles and things like 
that. Do you know I never had silk underclothes until 
I left home? I wore underclothes of unbleached mus¬ 
lin and straight, shapeless dresses so I wouldn’t arouse 
the devil in men. I went to ^chool in a horse and 
buggy because my family thinks cars are evil. God 
this and God thaL day in and day out. I’ll never 
as long as I live beheve that God is any such creature 
as they think Him to be.” 

“But that,” put in Jim, vnth something like pre¬ 
science, “ain’t tihe reason you left home.” 

“No, that’s not the reason; but I don’t know if I 
ought to tell you.” 

“Whyr 

“Because—you see, I want you to think nice t hin gs 
about me.” 

“Well, you’ve already as much as admitted you 
wasn’t all nice. Sunny, you tell me anything you want 

' < • 

The lump rose in her throat again. “Thanks, Jim. 
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You make it a lot easier and I do want to tell some¬ 
one. She was silent for a moment, fighting some deep- 
seated emotion. She put her hands under her head' 
and stared at the roof of the cab, where the rain still 
lashed like shot against the steel. 

“There was a hired man. Maybe Td better tell you 
that my family belongs to a religious' sect which 
thinks that fim is evil. Everything is evil that is a 
pleasure. Tley work and pray and go to church all 
the time, wear drab ugly clothing, wear no makeup, 
nothing tha,t might give pleasure. We had a good 
farm, money in the bank, but that didn't make any 
difFerence. We still lived like peasants. Work, pray, 
church, work, pray, church.” She shuddered. “I was 
wearing thin and ready to burst out at the seams all 
over, but I did have sense enough to finish high school 
before I let go. I wore a plain blue serge skirt and a 
middy blouse when I graduated; every other girl had 
on a white evening dress.” 

A dry sob cauglit in her throat and a muttered curse 
fought past Jim’s stiff lips. 

“Then there was the hired man, stilBy formal, who 
would fall down on his knees and pray at the drop 
of a hat. He was young and I tried to make him see 
things my way, but he’d start praying before I’d 
get very far ... until that day.” She wriggled resent- 
^y. ‘Tt was raining hard, and we had finished milk¬ 
ing. Father had sent my brother to tell us not to try 
to bring the milk through the rain, then my brother 
left us alone.” 

She ran both hands through her hair hard and 
breathed deeply. 

“I don’t know how it happend, but it did. He was 
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talking fast about my immortal soul, but finally, with 
us lying back in the hay close together and dusk 
falling and the rain whipping down just like now, he 
forgot my immortal soul. So my mortal body had 
to get the best of him.” 

“I guess that fixed his plow,” said Jim with satis¬ 
faction. “I guess you showed him.’* 

“That’s what you think,” she said, sitting up sud¬ 
denly. “He went straight to Father and told him and 
they prayed all night. He told Father that he had 
seen a devil enter my body and that some of the 
devil must have entered him, too, because when he 
woke up, he was in a very horrible position.” 

Well, of all the nutty, screwballs ...” 

“You have no idea. He put it all on me and I stayed 
locked in a room for a week, on bread and water.” 

She clenched the blanket hard with both hands as 
tears rushed to her eyes. 

‘That was all I could stand ... I couldn’t stand 
it any more ... I couldn t, I couldn’t. I ran away.” 

Awkwardly, he drew her to him, his heart aching 
fiercely as she cried on his chest. She wept almost 
hysterically, digging from her bruised spirit all the 
hurt and frustration and humiliation of years past, 
and pouring them out to the one sympathetic ear 
she had ever found. The spasm abated slowly, and 
as she raised her head, he handed her a clean hand¬ 
kerchief. She mopped her face and blew her nose 
loudly, jerking occasionally aS a sob would wrack her 
sh'm body. 

“You’re being very . . . sweet . . . to . . . me.” She 
dissolved in tears again, and again he held her close, 
feeling the delightful texture of her skin through the 
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thin cloth, his blood leaping from the pressure of her 
softness so close to him. 

He stroked her hair with infinite gentleness, his own 
eyes wet from the story she had told, and her break¬ 
down after it was finished. 

She wiped her eyes again and tried to smile. “Im 
all right now. I shouldn t h^ve .. • 

“Shut up,” he said roughly, crushing her close 
again. “I don’t want to hear you apologize, under¬ 
stand?” 

“Yes, Jim.*; . . . 

He released her slowly and caressed the shmmg 

tumble of her hair. i 

“I think you’re very beautiful,” he said slowly, I 

haltingly. 

She knew he had never said it before, and the 
knowledge touched her deeply. She caught his hands, 
pulled them from her head and kissed the hard 
fingers with damp, warm lips. She could feel the 
ripple go through him as though he had been touched 
by an electric current. 

“Better go to sleep, chick,” he said, his voice under 
tight control. “I promised, but...” 

With a sob she fell against him and threw her arms 
about him. Her face was close to his, her tear dainp- 
ened eyes half shuttered, and her lips trembling with 
suppressed emotion. 

“I’ll let you forget your promise.” 

“No ... I promised.” 

She leaned closer and kissed him softly for a mo¬ 
ment, controlling a leaping urge to devour him wiA 
kisses; then she drew slowly away and, when Jim’s 
stupefied senses finally reacted, she was lying flat 
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and the bottom button of her pajama coat was loose. 
A triangle of satiny stomach was visible, the depres¬ 
sion of her navel shadowy in the dim hght like a 
flower in shaded moonlight. 

*‘God."’ The word hissed from the depths, and 
every muscle in his great arms and shoulders stood 
out like strutted hawsers. 

“Do you think Tm beautiful, Jim?” she whispered. 

His throat worked, but speech was hard to come. 
“Nice . . . you drive a guy off his nut ...” He drew a 
shaking hand across his face to take away the sud¬ 
den sheen of sweat that engulfed his skin. 

Slowly, in rapt fascination, he bent toward' her, 
and though he didn’t approach her, all the forces 
of control within him cried out in despair and re¬ 
sentment. 

“Sunny.” It was a hoarse croak. “Sunny ... I 
, can t. . . 

A whimper filtered through her lips as she arched 
herself toward him. 

"Oh ... Jim ... please .. 

He shook his head dazedly. “I can’t... I...” One 
hand touched her shoulder with religious reverence 
and his hard body shook as a tree shakes to the blast 
of the hurricane. 

He let his hand rest there, tense, the tendons of his 
arm as tight as wire; then he bent even farther and 
touched with his lips, sinking his mouth deeply into 
the bulking resistance of the firm flesh. He raised 
his head and looked at her accusingly. 

“You want me to. Sunny.” 

She gasped for breath and nodded as a hard 
shudder shook her. 
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“I do, Jim. Right now I want you more than any¬ 
thing in the world. This is our moment. Please take 
it. Well never have this moment again.” 

Then she was crushed against him, the press of his 
chest sending unbearable tides of the sweetest pain 
through her being; her soul throbbed with the heavy 
demanding, drumbeats of a feeling that was greater 
than either of them. Her lips sank deeply into his, and 
the lingual embrace was a lasting and beautiful com¬ 
munion. 

Shaken beyond anything in her whole existence. 
Sunny, in a Idnd of priclding swoon, sensed that her 
hold was slipping away, and the joy of the sensation 
rammed httle notes of delight between her tightly 
pressed lips, meeting a deep guttural note of victory 
from his throat. 

Slowly his arms moved and her weight went back 
on the sheet, and his eyes made her ecstaticaUy 
breathless; hard-muscled, smooth-skinned, dominant, 
irresistible male against whom she could not have 
fought had she desired. Like a flower opening to 
the morning sun, she sighed gustily and submitted to 
the flashing waves of sensation—sensation that 
stormed through her hke ravening fire, setting up in 
her a movement of marvelous, eager concord. With¬ 
out, the rain hammered incessantly and the lightning 
flickered fitfully, running away from the thunder that 
chased valorously but too slowly, only to try again 
after each bolt to catch the fleet illumination. 

The storm within and without soared gradually into 
a mighty climax, hngered for seconds of terrible fre¬ 
netic blaze, then she sank gradually into the soft 
woolly backwaters of semi-consciousness, where 
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overtones of a superb symphony floated m the 
mosphere like the clear echo of a ^"8^® n® 

tenaciously to cool night air; reluctantly and finaUy 
fading into nothingness, leaving a strange narcotic 
peace that was neither sleeping nor waking, but a 

hiatus where all was calm. 

She lay bonelessly in his arms, but her embrace 
• refused to release him, tightening up against lus 
sUghtest move. With a hand that trembled as with 
ague, he drew the damp strands of hair away from 
her placid face and kissed the buttercups of her hds 
as they lay over her eyes like franslucent seashells. 

“Tim, could we be dreaming?” 

She could feel the reactive leap of his powerful 

“Can’t be. A dream like this would wake you up all 

sweating and scared half to death. 

She gave a shudder of deep satisfaction. I didnt 

know it could be so wonderful.” ,. . 

“Something in you knew it,” he said softly, kissing 
her. “Some place back there whatever it was took over 

and neither of us had a chance. , i . 

“Yes,” she sighed deeply and convulsively clutched 

' Silence fell for a while and at length he whispered: 

“You asleep?” „ 

She shook her head. “Just toojeaceful to move. 

“Sunny, let me look at you ...” 

Her eyes opened quickly. “Jim ... I can t say no to 

^°Sht"g^ped"him until « hurt, forcing herself close, 
hungrily, not wanting to relinauish what she had ac¬ 
quired. Her grip, loosened slowly, and with a sigh she 
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roUed on her back, her eyes foUowing his as they 
wandered avidly over the clean lines of her calves^ 

IT!! dipping in¬ 

ward sharp y at the waist only to widen aga£ and jut 

ta^phanUy upward in the creamy hemispheres Jth 
^ir pink summits Their eyes met, and'^'without a 
^ken word, their bps locked again with a hunger 
that only previous heights’can initiate. 

The rain stopped and the ragged clouds drifted 
^ay letting stars peek through to glitter like pin¬ 
point diamonds washed clean and fresh ... Still £ev 
did not move. ^ 
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CHAPTER 2 


Dawn came, a long finger of slate gray lighting the 
eastern horizon until the dark pines made jagged, 
uneven teeth against the background. Gray turned 
gradually to aqua, then rose, and the sun lifted a 
flaming sickle over the pines. 

Inside the truck, old Ben, the battered alarm clock, 
let go a blast of sound that brought them gasping 
and startled from their deep coma, Jim, embarrassed 
after the fashion of men, and Sunny not disturbed 
in the least. Her smile held the feline quality of a 
leopard who has slept after a good kill. 

“What s for breakfast?” 

He recovered, grinned, and pulled on his shorts and 
khakis. 

“Plenty, and good, too.” 

“I don’t know about that. We made some serious 
inroads into that chicken last night.” 

He whipped his arms through the sleeves of his 
shirt and slid over her onto the truck seat. 

‘This is another part of the chicken. I have a little 
cache of my own back in the refridge.” 

By the time she had gotten into her slacks, shirt 
31 
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and shoes, brushed her hair, and put on a dash of lip¬ 
stick, Jim had a cheery fire blazing. 

“What are we eating?” * 

“Honle-cured ham and eggs. Plenty of Moms rolls 
left, toorScout around and see if you can find some 
water. Use that old syrup bucket there.” 

Thirty yards away she found a pool of rain water 
that looked clean a«d after dipping up a bucketful 
she bathed her face, gasping from the cold bite of the 
water. But for Jim, she might have spent the night in 
that storm; wet, miserable, and in danger of pneu¬ 
monia. Instead he had taken her in, fed her, listened 
to her troubles, then had given her a tour of paradise, 
the very thought of which made her faint; she reeled _ 
with the flooding impact of memory. Dizzily she 
stood up and collected herself. For one glorious night 
she had been completely, unequivocally in love. She 
had scaled the heights to their dizziest pinnacle, and 
the man who had taken her there with gentleness and, 
as she demanded it, with forceful brutahty, was Jim 
Bottomly, country boy and truck driver. 

Where had he learned his touch, the ineffable gal¬ 
lantry of his consideration and approach? The school¬ 
teacher, probably. He had learned much from her. 

She carried the water back and sliced the ham 
while he boiled water for coffee. Half an hour later, 
she drained her third cup. 

TThat was the most marvelous breakfast I ever ate.” 

He nodded soberly. “ThereVe been too many most 
marvelous things happening to me. I can’t get them 
straight in my head.” 

She put the cup down and caught his eyes in the 
pincers of her clear hazel ones. 
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“Jim, I won’t bring this up again, but last night... 
didn’t you love me a little?” 

His own eyes were as steady as stones. “Last night 
I loved you like I never heard of. Now I won’t bring 
this up again because I frankly don’t know how we’d 
pull it. I got too many thngs to do and you got your 
trip ahead of you. I idn’t only love you last ni^t. I 
love you right now so that I get chills thinking about 
it.” 

“Yes, we’ll part company and never see each other 
again. It seems hard, meeting like this and being so 
right, then tomorrow this time it might never have 
happened.” 

“So right,” he repeated. “I guess it couldn’t be put 
any better’n that. You socked it on the knot.” 


Between Biloxi, Mississippi, and Mobile, Alabama, 
there are stretches of wide, dun-colored beach where 
waves wash fragments of oceanic mysteries up for 
the excited eyes of small boys and ichthyologists; 
where the rainfall is heavy the year round and sunny 
days are, therefore, appreciated to a greater extent. 
Almost halfway between the two towns is Crayville; 
loud, boisterous, and sinful. Its sins were not of the 
personal variety (which often lend color and excite¬ 
ment to individual personality), but of the big-time, 
syndicated sort, overlorded by the greedy vanity of 
Big Ed Bordelon, self-confessed cousin of the pirate 
Jean Lafitte, but without the swashbuckling gallantry 
that often led Lafitte to foolish and quixotic mis- 
adventmes. 

Big Ed was not a man given to folly of any sort. 
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He was a cold-eyed business man, and no business 
man in Mississippi, Louisiana, Alabama, or Florida 
is very successful without coming in touch with poli¬ 
tics, more or less. Bordelon was a business man first 
and a politician second, although to the casual eye 
the reverse condition might appear to exist. In busi¬ 
ness, be worked on the side of the mathematical odds 
—calculating just how much the trafBc would bear 
imder what degree of rigged chances. In politics, he 
gave orders to beaming, fat-faced men; men of the 
sort whose greatest happiness is taking orders and 
running errands for politicians; the unsung heroes 
of elections day; the vociferous cheerers at rallies of 
the most vapid utterance (so long as it is said by the 
right man), and a Bronx cheer for the most lavish 
pearl of wisdom if uttered by the wrong man. This 
type of man has been likened to a ma^ot which 
feeds off the public carcass, who is a back-slapper 
by nature, and a rooter in filth by profession. 

During the war years. Big Ed ate very well and 
always seemed to have endless supph’es of gasoline 
and, if you knew Big Ed, you also, might live off the 
fat of the land. That some dewy-cheeked boy lay in 
a shell hole full of water in an unfriendly, land, 
raging with fever from an untended wound, was 
something far away; something a litle fun could keep 
out of your mind so long as you bought bonds every 
month (even if you cashed them next week), and 
contributed to the USO (even if you’d never give a 
ride to a footbound soldier or invite him to your 
house). Such is the pallid nature of conscience. Natur¬ 
ally, you paid Big Ed for any of the above favors and 
paid him well. When the war ended, and Keesler 
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Field and Camp Shelby became ghost cities, he 
could afford-to sit back and operate at leisiu-e, taking 
his own good time and letting the smaller fry scram¬ 
ble for the crumbs. 

At length, the powers started a new war, as Big 
Ed had Imown they would, and the twin phoenixes 
of Shelby and Keesler rose from their dead ashes and 
hummed with activity again as they had in the dear, 
profitable years between ’40 and ’46. Thus, Big Ed 
rolled over, figuratively, bhnked hibemative eyes 
like a newly awakened bear, and liked what he saw. 
Almost overnight his minions swarmed into activity, 
and places of business bloomed into being. People 
paid httle attention to the feverish activity since it 
was well known that Big Ed did not operate legal 
businesses except as fronts and excuses for the illegal. 
And since there were laws against this sort of thing, 
why worry? Another bizarre example of pubUc 
conscience had been salved. 

For the private and the impecunious sergeant, there 
were places which deprived him of his meager roll 
and kept the overhead in mind. He was entertained 
according to his strata. For the Second Lieutenant, a 
threadbare carpet had been rolled out and he was 
bilked in surroundings in keeping with his pay check. 
For the grade of Major and above there was the 
Batecado, an extravagant coliseum of a building 
to which smoked glass, onyx glass, chromium, and 
neon had given the verisimilitude of a bagnio from 
Arabian Nights. 

In the Batecado there was the softest music, the 
most delicious food, and the most obsequious service 
that could be found. Those who complained of the 
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tariff were, in the opinion of the management, better 
off shooting craps on greasy concrete in the back 
of service stations. After all, no one made you go 
there, or into any other of Big Ed’s many enterprises. 

It was a boast of his that, so far, he hadn’t had to 
shanghai people to his places; and by so saying he 
impressed people of indifferent intelligence, earned 
an entirely counterfeit name for himself, and con¬ 
tinued to feast off his knowledge of human psy¬ 
chology .TV sucker was a man \^ho worked for money, 
then gave it to Big Ed in exchange for the question¬ 
able pleasure of the loss. 

Intelligent people were horrified at Big Ed’s oper¬ 
ations but, unfortunately, such people’s votes are of 
no more importance at the polls than panderers’, 
pimps', whores’, politicians’ and clergymens’; there¬ 
fore, they were powerless, with a few notable ex¬ 
ceptions. 

Such an exception was Mumford Argyle Basser- 
man, a man whose wealth was as widely known as 
the questions were numerous as to where it had come 
from. He*lived twenty miles from Crayville in a home 
said to be so loaded with functional gadgets that 
breathing was something one did there by choice 
only. He had lived twenty years past all medical 
predictions and seemed to take malicious delight in 
confounding the most brilliant men in the profession. 
He had been shot through the head once, an accident 
from which few people arise with more than enough 
intelligence to mouth gibberish, or perform revolting 
gestures, or grimace, and howl loudly at certain 
barometer levels. 

Mumford was of different metal. The only ascer- 
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tamable difference it made in him was to change his 
loyalty (which might be likened to the loyalty of the 
Christian martyrs of the cross), from ^urbon 
whiskey to rye, and unveil a hitherto veiled twinkle 
in his eye for the fair sex. He was sixty-five and 
should have died at forty if mileage and activity were 
taken into account. He was a big man; compact, 
broad-shouldered, and narrow-waisted. He would 
probably have An to flesh long ago except that he 
consumed such vast quantities of oxidizing elements 
and drove himself so hard that fat, which forms in a 
sluggish, peaceful medium, never formed in him at 
all. His face was a healthy pink, his mustache was 
as white as snow, as was a sufiBciency of scalp cover¬ 
age which he parted exactly in the middle, leaving a 
pmk line from his forehead as far back as the average 
person could see. He had the voice of a bull and other 
endowments which might be so-described, and he 
was sparing of neither when opportunity presented 
itself. More often than not he made opportunity break 
into a full gallop, lashing it unmercifully into feats 
of speed to do his bidding. 

He was addicted to foreign cars and drove them 
himself, allowing that no man with a fine car should 
think so much of his tail that he used it exclusively 
for sitting while some mem'al had all the fun. 

On this particular afternoon he was breezing along 
the coast highway in a black and cream Jaguar XK- 
120 at a rate of speed which would bear many a light 
plane aloft, when a drama unfolded ahead of him ^at 
sent his right foot flashing to the brake pedal, and his 
hands caressingly to the wheel with the easy deftness 
of an expert. A huge refrigerator van, trav elin g at 
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a sedate distance-eating sixty, had been sideswiped 
by a convertible coupe apparently driven by a man¬ 
iac. Mumford had seen the driver swerve the coupe 
at a point several cars ahead of the truck in the op¬ 
posite lane of the truck, but because of the distance 
could not see that the swerving was intentional. The 
last swerve miscalculated, and the left front fender 
and wheel crumpled against the truck, sending the 
speeding coupe into a dizzy spin thatlumed it around 
three times and propped it gently against the opposite 
ditchbank, its driver unscratched but shaken to the 
very core of his soul. Mumford’s sensuous lips com¬ 
pressed in a hard line as he braked the snorting 
Jaguar down and stopped opposite the wrecked car 
from which the driver was crawling forth shakily, 
shrieking curses at the top of his voice, and shaking 
his fist at the truck, which had nosed into the opposite 
ditch. 

The truck driver got out, his face as red as a beet 
and his fists doubled menacingly. 

"You miserable half-wit," he grated, as the car 
owner climbed the shoulder of the road. 

' There was a sharp smack and Mumford grinned, 
then laughed aloud as the car owner cartwheeled 
backward and banged into his wrecked vehicle. 

The big driver then followed and proceeded to beat 
the man to a bloody pulp, with Mumford intervening 
to prevent homicide. 

‘TTiat’s enough, son,” he rumbled, as he caught the 
man by the arm with strength and authority. 1 don t 
think hell ride down the^ highway again making 
passes at cars.” 
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The man whirled. “You saw the fool? You saw^ 
what he was doing?” 

“I saw it as well as I see you. I thought at first he 
was drunk, then I realized he was just looking to 
start a graveyard.” 

“I’m Jim Bottomly,” said the big driver. ‘Tm sure 
glad you saw it. Mi^ht have caused me trouble.” 

“I’m Mmnford Basserman . . .” 

“Gee ... the Mumford Basserman?” 

“I don’t know any more by that name. Hurt your 
truck?” 

“Naw. Only I got a girl in there that got a nasty 
crack on the nut. I picked her up. Hitch-hiker.” 

“Let’s have a look.” 

Jim opened the cab door and lifted Sunny care¬ 
fully out. 

“See, she’s got a cut head, but I think she’ll be all 
right.” 

“Certainly. On the other hand we’d better play it 
safe. A doctor should see her.” 

Bottomly colored. “I’m sorry as hell, but I got just 
enough to make this trip. Think you could find a doc 
who’d look her over ... cheap, sort of?” 

“Who did you say she is?” 

“Sunny Neversen. She ran away from home. She 
don’t have any money to speak of and I don’t either.” 

* “Then just forget about it. I’ll foot the bill. I’ll take 
her to my place and have a doctor in.” 

“Gee, that’s swell, Mr. Basserman. I had a problem 
there, sort of. I didn’t want to put her out hurt like 
that.” 

Mumford’s shrewd eyes flickered over the boy. 
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“You seem concerned a littie overmuch about a ^ 
mere hitch-hiker.” ’ I 

“Take a look,” said Jim harshly. “She look like a 
mere anything to you?” ^ 

Mumford stroked the hair from her face and patted 
a trickle of blood from her forehead with a snowy 
handkerchief. 

“No ... I see what you mean. She isn't mere . . . 
whatever she might be. Bring her over to my car and 
well get her fixed for travel.” 

“Okay. How about bringing her bag along? Every¬ 
thing she owns is in it.” 

Basserman hefted the pitifully small bag and his 
china blue eyes took in the shoddiness of its construc¬ 
tion. He grimaced and followed Jim to the Jaguar, 
where the latter was propping the girl in a comer. 

Mumford tucked the bag away in the trunk and 
came around the side of the car. 

“Ill call Baker s in Crayville and tell them to send 
their big wrecker for you. They'll act quicker if I 
do it.” 

Jim's face looked reheved, then darkened men¬ 
acingly. 

“Something wrong, son?” 

“Look, sir. iVe heard a lot about you, some good 
and some bad. There are people who say you're a 
devil with the women. This ain't nuthin' but a kid. 
She's a good kid and I ain't talking to hear my own 
voice . . 

“Ahhh, then you tried?” 

Jim's hair seemed to raise up and his big shoulders 
hunched. 

“I did, and I still say she's the best kid I ever met. 
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Look, what I mean is this. Don’t mess her up or by 
God I’ll come back and mess you up. I don’t give a 
hoot how much money you got. 

Mumford smiled sardonically, a great admiration 
growing in his heart for the boy. ^ 

“And me an old whiteheaded man?” 

“Just act like an old whiteheaded man, sir, and Ill 
be ^rry some day I spoke like this and I’ll apologize.” 

“Bargain, Jim,” said Mumford, holding out a rug- * 
ged hand. They gripped hard and Jim swallowed. 
“Sorry I talked like that. Maybe I shouldn’t have.” 
“On the contrary. I’m impressed. You’re quite a 
guy. A lot of men would think just the opposite . . . 
after what you did.” 

“I ain’t responsible for what fools thinK,” he re¬ 
torted roughly. “Better get her going.” 

Mumford stopped at a station and made two calls. 
One was to the garage for a wrecker and the other 
to the State Police. 

want to speak to Captain Holiday. Yeah, this is 
Mumford Basserman.” He grinned at the activity 
his name produced. 

“Carl? Mumford. Say, I saw a wreck out the Biloxi 
Highway ten minutes ago. That ass of a son of Bill 
Merriweather acting up again, making passes at cars. 
He made one at a truck and missed. Like it should 
happen every time such a thing happens, the guy 
got out and just about beat the tail off young Merri- 
weather. Hell want to make all sorts of charges and 
things but he was absolutely at fault and if ever a 
man deserved a beating, that s him. Look into it, will 
you, and call me tonight?” 

He hung up, still grinning, and walked back to the 
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Jaguar where the girl was looking around dazedly, f 

“Where’s Jim?” she asked. 

“You had a wreck. I’m Mumford Basserman and- u' 
I’m taking you home with me so a doctor can look 
at you. It’s nothing much, but it doesn’t pay to take ; 
chances.” I 

She shook her head gingerly. 

“I’ve got a headache.” 

“As you should. You got a nasty crack against the 
dashboard.” » 

“I think I was asleep,” she said, ruefully. 

Probably. You couldn’t catch yourself.” 

Silence prevailed for a while as the lean low car 
ate up the miles northward. Finally Sunny, who had 
been thinking busily, faced him. 

“Why are you doing this for me?” 

It was simple, direct, and suggested a wide-open 
frankness that Mumford found dehghtful. 

“Why not, child? I’m an old man with the taste of 
a young man. You’re beautiful and you needed help 
which Mr. Bottomly, in spite of his kind wishes, was 
not able to provide. I have money and as long as 
you’re around the house it’ll be a better place.” 

“Jim is the finest man I ever met.” * 

“Are you in love with him?” 

“I think I am.” 

“What about the future?” 

“I have no future . .. that I can see. I’ll make one • 
though... someway.” ' 

“I’m sure of it. Where are you from?” 

“Kansas. I ran away.” 

“Do you suppose they are looking for you?” 

“I guess so.” 
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“Are you twenty-one?” 

“No, sir. Nineteen.” 

“Then they can make you go back.” Her eyes 
darkened and a savage determination twisted her 
face. 

“They can make me go back but they can’t make 
me stay.” 

“That bad?” 

“Worse., Want to hear about it?” * 

“Of course.” 

She told him in a soft, modulated voice; without 
histrionics, without color. When she had finished, he 
was biting at the ends of his white mustache. 

“I thought you just read about things like that.” 

■ “I guess you do. People have a way of thinking 
things like that always happen to the other fellow. 
Like driving on the highway. People drive like fools 
because they think the wrecks only come out in scare 
headhnes.” 

“This is quite correct, f m a fast driver but a good 
one. I’ve never had a serious wreck. By the way, the 
fellow who hit the truck won’t feel that wrecks 
always happen to the other fellow, although he was 
all ready to blame Jim. Jim fixed that, too.” 

“How?" 

“He beat the guy half to death. I had to stop him.” 

She sighed and leaned back against the high 
leather seat. 

“Good old Jim. I’m going to miss him.” 

“Tell me about him.” 

“Jim?” She laughed. ‘Tou won’t believe it, but I 
oiJy met him last night.” 

He nodded sagely. “I can beheve it. It might take 
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some couples a year or never to reach what you two 
reached in a few hours. Things like that are relative.” 

“Yes. You have no idea how far we went in a few 
hours.” 

“You think not?” 

She took a quick look into his wise eyes, then felt 
her throat knot up. He knew and yet he was willing to 
help her. 

‘Tes,” %he almost whispered. “I suppose you do 
know. Was it wrong?” 

I He uttered a coarse word. “What do I know about 
what’s wrong for two yoimg people? One type of sea 
bird thrives off fish, another off garbage, another off 
shore worms, and still another off shrimp exclusively. 
If flamingos eat shrimp, they are glorious; if they 
don’t, they turn white like a hundred other birds. 
You’ll find that the so-called right and wrong of this 
world is always set up by people who have something 
to sell, whether it is a contraceptive or a way of life. 
Consequently, I apply the yardstick of my own per¬ 
sonal requirements. If it doesn’t fit, then I spit on it.” 

“How do you find out your personal requirements?” 

His voice had force; a flat metallic ring. “By know¬ 
ing yourself. Don’t ever sit around and accuse the 
gods of having made a failure of you. John is a failure 
only if he is compared to Bill, no matter how sorry he 
might be in any social sense. If he’s a drunkard, then 
there are people whose entire life’s flame is fed by 
such people, whose drive to reform them is insatiable. 
What if there were no people like him? What on 
earth would become of professional noseys, do- 
gooders, and vermin of similar ilkl” He laughed aloud. 
“By God, it would be fun to see anyway. Chances are 
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the lack of material would turn them to drink and 
they’d end up like those they try to save.” 

“Mumford ... I’m not caUing you Mister Basser- 
man any more, you’re sharp and alive. You talk my 
sort of language.” 

V “There are a lot of us who talk that language. We 
^ don’t tinker with people’s 4ives. We give them life 
, , and let them do what they want to with it even to 
^ taking it.” 

She nodded. “Like you. Just talking to you gives 
* me life and makes me feel like I m not an odd shoe. 
“Nope, you were the victim of a lot of other odd 
shoes. What about a drink before supper?” 

a “I don’t know ... I never drank anything . . . 
“Nothing like it unless it gets you. Itll never get 
you. You’re too stout in the guts. 

He pulled into a little roadside cafe and stopped. 
“I thought liquor was illegal in Mississippi, she 

said. „ 

“It is. That’s why there’s so much of it. 

A boy came to the car. * Evening, Mr. Basserman. 
“Howdy, Pat. Bring me a bottle of my special and 

a Tom Collins for the lady.” 

The boy grinned and departed, casting his eyes 
back at Sunny, his grin deepening with every step 

he took. ^ 

.“Looks like that boy knew you when, she said with 

a wry glance at him. _ 

“Well, I got an awful reputation around here with 
women. Can’t keep ’em ofiF my neck. Money does that. 
Pat’s in there right now telling his Marabout the 
newest addition to the Basserman harem. 

Her eyes were steady on his and she noticed that 
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their depth was remarkable, but no more so than 
their steadiness. 

^ There’s nothing behind your 

’ eyes I d be afraid of.” ^ 

“You stating or hoping?” 

"Stating. TU prove it. Would you take advantage 
of me, force me, trap me into something?” 

His laugh was rich. “You got me. I don’t operate 
that way. Don’t have to. They fall on me like fees on 
• • . er, syrup. Nope, you called the turn. If I woke 
up some night and found you standing by my bed 
clad in nothing much, then I could probably be for¬ 
given the suspicion that there was fun to be had 
and proceed therefrom, but you won’t ever catch me 
in your room. For one thing, your fellow told me if I 

harmed you he’d come back and spread me all over 
the county.” j . 

“He told you that?” 

“He sm-e did.” 


I 

I 


Her eyes fiUed swiftly and she hung her head, al- 
o^g the tears to speckle her jeans with dark spots. 

Hes quite a guy. Sunny,” he said softly, as he 
placed a big hand over hers. “Quite a guy.” 

Mumford Basserman’s home was set back in a 
beautiful grove of oaks, beeches, and mimosas whose 
age was attested by their tremendous spread. It 
looked a httle odd at first until you realized that it 
was ataost buried out of sight in the ground. It was 
huge, built into the side of a red clay hill, and in order 
to reach the front door they had to walk down two 
steps. Inside it was a dream house; cool and weU ar-'^ 
ranged. The living room had a red tile floor over"' 
which were scattered wool throw rugs, comfortable 
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modern chairs, and three sectional couches of maroon 
and gray. There was a fireplace that would accom¬ 
modate giant logs, witli black, twisted andirons and 
pohshed brass tongs and pokers. There were long, 
narrow glass windows that seemed set permanently, 
and her sensitive nose detected the clean, contrived 
odor of air conditioning; The inside, hke the outside, 
was raw Austin stone with recesses housing green 
growing plants that dropped coolly along the face of 
the rough, rock. 

I never saw anything like this in my life. My father 
would have whipped me if he had ever thought I’d go 
to such a place.” 

“The trouble with asses like your father, they are 
never content with their own vicious attitude but 
insist'in infecting everyone they touch ... by force if 
necessary.” 

“Don’t I know it . . . don’t I know it.” 

If the house was a dream to Sunny, the days that 
followed were more so. She lolled about and lazed to 
her hearts content, wore the wardrobe of expensive 
clothes that he bought for her, and took soaring trips 
in the fleet Jaguar. For Ellen, Mumford’s sister, who 
kept his house, she conceived a close affection, and 
her starved heart wanned to the elderly woman’s 
presence. Ellen was rather stalwart herself; age had 
padded her comfortably and her nature was as placid 
as calm water. She never upbraided her brother for 
any act of his because they had always been too close 
for bickering. 



CHAPTER 3 


One chelly night after Sunny had gone to bed, 
brother and sister sat before a log fire in the living 
room and sipped brandy from globular crystal snif¬ 
ters. H 

“What,” asked Ellen at length, “are you going to do 
with Sunny since you obviously don’t intend to sleep 
• with her?” 

“I never sleep with women I bring here.” 

“I so intimated that.” 

“Unh hunh... Well, I don’t know. The kid’s happy, 
isn’t she?” 

_ “Of course. This is all novel and she’s taken with 
her new clothes. Itll pall on her eventually.” 

Mumford ht a thin cigar and leaned back in his 
chair. 

“Ever notice what a sharp game of poker she 
plays?” 

“After losing thirty dollars to her, I should. I 
noticed you had to resort to cheating, yourself.” 

He chuckled. “Only to keep my hand in. She won 
seven-fifty from me. I’m sure cards must have been 
taboo in her home. I wonder where she learned.” 

48 
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“ni bet she knows about men, too. I think IU go 
out on^il and say tlm^child is loaded with talent 

'toce that boy died ri^t 

under my eyes last summer, IVe had a gripe agam^ 

this Ed Bordelon.” ««. 

“You mean the Air Force boy who comitted sm 

“‘^^hat’s him. I watched his last breath. I watched 
thlLuscles draw into knots and tear ^^m^selves apart 
Sugh he were on the rack. I heard the vertebrae 
Soan and grate like a butcher cuttmg a r.b chop 
His face hafgone almost purple with half-suppressed 

“Mumford, remember your bl(^ pressure- 

“Ed BorfeloTis an excrescence. IVe decided he must 

®°Ellen paled a Uttle. She had heard him talk this 
way before, and she didn’t like it. 

“Aren’t you a littie old for a job lil'e thatr 
“Possibly.” His somewhat discolored but stdl solid 
teergleled in a wolfish grin. “I’m thmkmg of 

Sunny’s taking over the job. ^ 

“Are you out of your mind? She s still a chil . 

“In years. Wait till I teach her whaU know. 
“Suppose she doesn’t want to learn. 

"I’ll find out soon enough. Somehow I thi 
learn, and love it* 


I 


It was spring and nature turned over, awakened. 
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and set a^ut repairing, in her own timeless way the 
jages of Winter. The air was charged with perfume 
and woodsy scents cool, balmy, and rich, sUrring the 
blwd of young and old alike. ^ 

‘over griUed kidneys and 
scrambled eggs, >u will make your debut into the 
world of gambling.” ® 

Sunny, clad in crimson silk shorts and a white 
wooUy sweater against which her breasts fought in 
silent revolt, looked dubious. ^ 

“Do you suppose I’m readyr 

draw and 

drop, then yon re ready. What about you, nejves?” 
Fme Im not afraid, if thafa what you mean.” 
^hats exactly what I mean, and I want you to 
remember one thing. If you can win playing it 
sriaight, you re a fool to try anything crooked As far 
as the ethics are concerned I wouldn’t worry. It is 
my opmon after some forty years of getting rich 
gambling, that if anyone beats you consistently in a 

fast and Aats your cue to beat him at his own game 
is rotten. It preys on servicemen 
to a Pfift 5 "methods we use are 

Ea ^ ® nothing 

feZlk not. You can’t 

remake the human race and you can’t legislate it out 

of «,«e„ce. The firs, gamble came whef a crelm 
not yet a man, took a chance on making a tree ahead 
o a saber-tooth tiger. It’s bred into the species and 
us creatures cant escape it. AU the humL can do 
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^ for his fellow man is to see that he has as fair a 
chance as the odds give him.” 


That night the usual hum of voices at thfe Batecado 
fell suddeidy silent which, in itself, was something 
of a phenomenon because voices are hard to still in 
a place of amusement. The striking couple entered; 
the elderly man, resplendent in evening dress, dis¬ 
tinguished and erect, who stood for a moment in the 
entrance, his eyes sweeping the place; the girl who 
was a veritable Diana, tall, long-hmbed, and curved 
with a lush elegance that quite took away the col¬ 
lective breath of the club. She wore a long-sleeved 
gown of blue velvet that had a heart-stopping fit, 
clinging lovingly to her curves. The neckline was 
rather daring, bound in brilhants; a deep-shadowed 
cleft and the quarter moons of breasts pouted eagerly 
under the rich cloth in a manner that had wives glar¬ 
ing at husbands and girl friends dehvering kicks un¬ 
der the table. 

They walked in and, since money was suggested 
by their dress and bearing, the head waiter was on 
band, bowing and offering a table near the dance¬ 
floor (which they took), and suggesting the double 
cut New Yorker with mushrooms, potatoes Julienne 
with buttered broccoli (which they took also), with 
a bottle of claret that was convincingly dusty and 
ancient. 

“A year ago I would have appreciated this a lot 
more,” said Sunny, her eyes sparkhng in a manner 
which shamed the diamond circles in her ear® 
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“Don’t you now?” asked Mumford, who was burst¬ 
ing with pride at the sensation she had caused. 

“Of course. But I don’t feel like a poor girl ex¬ 
periencing a miracle, as I would have then.” 

William Merriweather, the Third, spoiled and boil¬ 
ing from the sort of deep seated bitterness that can 
poison a man whose face was once handsome and is 
now somewhat the worse for fists, reeUng only slightly 
imder a notable load, spied Mumford and Sunny, and 
a twist distorted his mouth as he veered toward them. 
He was tall, well knit; but his face was scarred, his 
nose flattened, and dissipation had laid its aging 
processes upon him. 

He stopped and sneered down at them. Basser- 
man, if you’ll let me dance with that chippy there- 
lovely thing-I’ll forgive you for all those lies you told 
Holliday about me.” 

His face growing beet-red, Mumford got up. 
“Shove off, you sotted" scum, before I break every 
bone in your body.” 

Two couples on the floor stopped dancing to gaze 
at the angry men. 

Merriweather grinned. 

"Why, you gray-headed old has-been, you couldn’t 
punch your way out of a .. .” 

The sentence was never finished. Has-been, rela¬ 
tively speaking, Mumford might have been, but his 
one-hundred-and-ninety pounds of well-conditioned 
body still carried a lethal wallop which Merriweather 
realized some ten minutes later when he revived in 
the washroom under the gentle ministrations of Gabe, 
the colored attendant. He had three jaw teeth that 
were split and spread wide, sending shocking bolts 
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of raw agony through his head whenever he opened 
his mouth. 

He staggered out some time later, insane with 
pain, vaguely concerned with getting relief and fail¬ 
ing to tip Gabe, who was not in his profession for his 
health. 

The furor near the dance floor had subsided. . 

“Now look,” said Sunny, “don’t let that bird ruin 
your appetite. It’s all right, what he said. I’m hungry 
and I ^t to see you that way, too.” 

Mumford swallowed three oimces of rye, smacked 
his hps and smiled. “All ri^t. I’U forget the whole 

thing ” ' 

They ate slowly, enjoying their dinner and, when 
they had finished their coffee, made their way back 
to the gambling rooms where a civihan suit was a 
rarity. 

There were roulette, dice, blackjack and other 
games. In small, separate rooms, there were huge 
round tables where poker games were in progress and, 
after watching the tables for a while, they went into 
a room that Mumford seemed to select on purpose. It 
was larger than the others and, banking the game, 
there was a huge man; fat, bald, with thick lips that 
mauled a high-priced cigar. 

He looked up and a smile went over his moon face. 
"Well, if it isn’t Mr. Basserman.” 

It was a secret irritation to Ed Bordelon that he had 
never acquired the nerve to call Mumford by his 
first name. He spoke famiharly to governors and 
congressmen, but he could never quite bring him¬ 
self to the use of this crowning familiarity in Basser- 
man’s case. He got up and waddled around exuding 
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goodfellowship and unctions obsequiousness. Mum- 
ford smiled tightly and introduced Sunny. 

“Miss Neversen would like to try her hand with 
cards? Any objection?” 

Big Ed rolled his eyes upward. “For such a lady 
I’d run the rest out and give her my special attention. * 
Miss, have this seat right here.” 

“You must beheve in beginner’s luck, Ed,” said 
Mumford pointedly ... a subtlety which the other 
caught quickly. 

He bhnked. “Why, Mr. Basserman?” ^ ^ 

“What about seating her on the other side of the" » 
tabler 

“Why . . . sure ...” 

He made a great to-do seating her, afiFecting to 
ignore a dry chuckle that came from some member of | 
the party. 

*We re playing dealer s choice. Miss Neversen,” 
said Big Ed as he sat down. “That suit you?” 

That s fine unless it gets ofiF into such things as 
dog and tiger or Dr. Pepper. I fall out on those 
things.” 

Bordelon sneered. “That’s for punks. This is a 
gambler’s table.” 

Mumford wandered around, never getting too close 
to the table, but his presence was felt and Sunny 
became aware of an atmosphere of tension she 
couldn’t define, especially when the man next to her, 
wearing a hearing aid, stiffened and nudged his 
partner, giving him a meaningful look. It got around 
the table and the tension increased as did the pile of 
chips in front of Sunny. 

This is quite the nicest game I ever played,” she 
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cooed naively. “So nrach better than bridge or 
casino.” 

The man with the hearing aid said softly: “Yeah, 
and look at the money you make.” 

“That’s what makes it so good. Dealer, give me 
two cards.” She studied them and looked at the pot, 
studied them again and rearranged them carefully, 
frowning in concentration. When she had finished 
she smiled excitedly. 

“My bet?” 

It was, so after another close examination of her 
cards she shoved two-hundred dollars’ worth of chips 
out on the table. 

“I’ll call that,” said Ed, “and up it two hundred 
more.” 

She flashed a glance at Mumfcnd* who was ap¬ 
parently examining a painting on the other side of 
the room. She countfed out the required chips and 
threw down her hand. ~ 

“A full house, aces and tens,” she said. 

Ed Bordelon, with a fifteen-hundred-doUar pot in 
front of him, came very close to cursing. He also had 
a full house. Threes and kings. 

Sunny yawned prettily and began to stack her 
chips. 

“I think I’ve had enough, Mumford,” she said. “Mr. 
Bordelon, will you cash these in for me?” 

Anyone who beat a professional gambler, accord¬ 
ing to Big Ed Bordelon, was dishonest and a trickster, 
and therefore suspect of all sorts of devious devices, 
and to have to deal out sixty-five-hundred dollars to 
a mere girl after three hours’ play was a personal 
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afiFront which he did not dare show. Instead, he 
coined a question. 

"Why not hang aroimd^while and give us a chance 
to get our money back?” 

“If I hang around awhile that might happen,” she 
said coolly. “If you think I play poker for the pleasure 
of feehng the edges of the cards, you’re mistaken. I 
play for money, Ed, and you better lock me out if you 
don’t want to take a chance with your money.” 

He became very hearty and expansive. “As long as 
there s a roof over the Batecado, Miss Neversen, you 
don’t need to have any fears about that. Come in any 
time.” He would have liked to have added: “And 
without your white-maned watchdog.” But he didn’t 
and bowed them out, getting a negative answer to his 
offer of drinks on the house. 

They drove slowly northward in silence, the wind 
beating at them from th&open sides of the car and 
sucking back over the windshield. 

“Now,” she said finally, “I can pay you back for all 
the .. .” 

“That’s the first ordinary remark I ever heard you 
come out with,” he said coolly. 

“I’m sorry, Mumford. I guess it’s because I feel 
grateful.” 

“How grateful?” 

“As grateful as a girl can be.” 

“That grateful?” 

She was silent for a moment and when she spoke 
her voice was low and mellow. 

“Yes . . . that grateful.” 

He laughed. “Testing ... one, two, three. Child, I 
wouldn’t have you under those conditions for the 
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world. Tonight you are the loveliest creature I ever 
saw.” 

“So the old pirate is getting noble. I thought pirates 
always took what they wanted.” 

- “That sort of pirate mistakes power for personal 
appeal.” 

“Tell me, Mumford, what is beauty in woman to 
you.” 

He clenched the steering wheel and stared a mil¬ 
lion miles away. 

“A beautiful woman is half of a recipe to the only 
real claim to immortahty man has ever achieved. He 
can become immortal the night a surpassingly lovely 
woman gives herself to him, without reservation, 
without stint, to love for that moment or hour or 
hours where in her arms and she in his they can to¬ 
gether ascend to heights at which neither of them 
are really human, but like Cinderella, demi-gods for 
that magic space of time- Such a union is certainly 
emotional, but the emotions cannot be reached except 
through the physical self.” 

“What about a sad show or a lovely piece of 
music?” 

He chuckled dryly. “Are not the eyes and ears a 
part of the physical?” 

She sat up with a start. “Well . . . then everything 
is physical in that sense. You can only receive outside 
influences and impressions through the senses.” 

“How true,” he mumnu-ed abstractedly. 

She bit her lip. “How could I ever have accepted 
my senses so casually? Why haven’t I thought of 
that?” 

“At your age be thankful that you know it now. I 
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wish I had at your age. I had everything on a highly 
spiritual, which is to say emotional, plane; then came, 
first, ecstasy, then disbehef, then disillusionment, then 
introspection. Instrospection is probably the most 
productive state of mind there is as long as it remains 
critical and doesn’t reflect fantasies.” 

She said: “You say something spiritual, therefore 
emotional. I don’t quite get it.” 

“Just this. You can prove nothing of a spiritual 
nature, so when people become overly concerned 
with spiritual matters, then one may instantly ascribe 
the life of such a drive to the emotions. Logic would 
make short shrift of anything so totally without po¬ 
tential or possible proof.” 

“You mean proof as in mathematical terms?” 

“No. Proof, even slight proof of bare existence. 
Heaven, for instance. What exactly is heaven? Is it 
a place with a mansion for everyone, where the 
menu runs exclusively to milk and honey and the 
streets are paved with pure gold? Why pave them 
with an earthly medium? Why not something vastly 
superior both in wearing quahties and beauty?” 

“Maybe heavenly gold doesn’t wear.” 

“Then it isn’t gold and we’ve been misled by the 
word. To my mind, there is only one thing worse 
than taking the word literally, and that is second- 
guessing it. They’re the only two alternatives avail¬ 
able to us.” 

“Do you believe in God, Mumford?” 

“Certainly, but not a God who must be a man or 
shaped like one. Why isn’t He shaped like a woman 
with the mind of a woman? Why does He have to 
project masculinity? My God is neither man nor 
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fish fowl, nor animal. It is the 

TSToir«^>i> "'“A « 

natural torce wiu ^ 

nnllions of years, come don’t 

"r.“"yorwo,d for it and enjoy steaks 
^“Uefiurned in the 

^.trTahL'rovS>-'e tied inhis seat and 
said: “Thanks, Sunny. 

■For betaTso grateful. My refusal has nothing to 
do with lr^ho°'sS^^ his 

Trl^rand ll 1 take the Eower when the per- 

^Mk 'j^n^Mumford. 1 think yon are a wondw- 
any man I ever met. 

or less of him on account of you. 


I 
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"Veiy well said. Shall we go in and n..f 
ses to bed?” ^ carcas- 

*Yes. I’m sleepy.” 

Her room was done in pale green with creamv buff 

drapes Jhat matched the light furniture perfecUv si! 

never entered it that the didn’t get 

tnnate possession of something all her own for «1“" 

as she cared to use it Tt «,oc r * “ 

„ .1 tt. It was femmine, comfortahl#* 

.. . even nch; and the smell, dehcious. She 

arching her back to accent the 

rippled fleeungly L°er her lil 
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threw herself across the bed . . . wide awake now 
with the growing mutter of a demanding nature 
thundering audibly in her ears. 

She let her fingers trail slowly over the smdace of 
her stomach, over her now highly sensitive breasts, to 
her face which she squeezed tightly. It seemed al¬ 
most feverish, her palms cool by comparison. Her 
hands fell away gradually and a thought gave her 
brain labor pains, so hard did it strike. 

She took a stinging cold shower and burnished her 
body hard with a rough towel, taking care that none 
of her hair escaped from the rubber shower cap. 
Then, with the care of a votary attending the high 
priestess, she anointed her entire body with almond 
oil that was faintly scented, removing all stickiness 
and excess with the damp towel. She was now as 
clean and pink as a fresh rose petal and her body 
tingled mightily, seeming to sense that this night it 
would be the instrument of joy indescribable. 

She got up and selected a robe made of heavy yel¬ 
low slipper satin with a full-length zipper, put it on, 
smoothing it down until it fitted without a wrinkle. 

She and Ellen slept in the west wing while Mum- 
ford’s bedroom was in the east wing. It was huge and 
contained a sort of ofiBce-den at one end. 

She opened her door six inches and listened in¬ 
tently. Not a sound came to her ears so she slipped 
out into the hving room and made her way across the 
dimness to the darker spot marking his bedroom 
door. She opened it silently and stepped iiuide, clos¬ 
ing the door behind her. 

He sat at his desk at the far end of the room in the 
den. At his side were several checks and he was writ- 



62 


HITCH-HIKE HUSSY 


ing more. He was dressed in shorts, and instead of 
the flabby, clotted thews of the aged, his back was 
corded with powerful sheaves of muscle that rippled 
youthfully as he moved. The skin of his back was a 
healthy pink, only slightly lighter than that of his 
face and, search as she would, she could see no evi¬ 
dence of deterioration. 

For a long moment she stood quietly watching 
him, tasting fancifully intimate contact with his rug¬ 
ged body and the crushing power'of his post-like 
arms about her . . . and he turned and looked full 
into her eyes. For a moment they exchanged stares, 
then Mumford’s breath seeped from hi^ lips in a long ■ 
hiss. 

“I told you,” he said gently, “that I didn’t accept 
certain extremes oT gratitude.” 

Her eyes seemed to get larger as she walked to¬ 
ward him. “And I had forgotten until you mentioned 
it. Why don’t you forget it, too?” 

Her body slipped beneath the cool glossy fabric 
like a rounded breast under velvet. She stopped and 
stood before him. 

“This has nothing to do with gratitude.” 

“Why, then?” 

“Need,” she said simply. 

His muscles tightened across his shoulders and 
back so suddenly she expected to hear a chck. 

“I can stand just so much,” he said huskily.' 

“I was depending on that.” 

He massaged his face unbelievingly. 

“You mean you came in here for an obvious pur-^"j 
pose because you wanted to?” * 
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“I did. Is there something strange in that? Don’t 
you hke women?” 

“Of course I do, but...” 

“It’s your nature to hke them, isn’t it?” 

“Yes . . .” 

“Am I supposed not to have a nature?” 

He grinned. “What about a good stiff drink to re¬ 
lax you. You’re tense.” 

“Fine. Make it a good one.” 

He made a highball and handed it to her, taking 
a straight drink for himself. “Is this some sudden 
change of heart or something?” 

“No. It just came over me. I wanted you and here 

__ » 

am. 

Laughter rumbled iir his chest. “You are a strange 
person. I never know what to expect from you. Like 
the first time I played poker with you. I was sure you 
were blufiBng on that last pot and when you turned 
up four aces and the wild deuce against my three 
kings I was looped for good.” 

They drank in silence for a while, Simny finishing 
hers and asking for another. He fixed it, but did not 
take another for himself. 

“I have no cares,” she said. “I can see a future for 
myself. In a few more months I’ll be twenty-one and 
won’t have to worry about being taken home. I have 
a lovely room and nice clothes. A nature at rest is the 
one most hkely to assert itself.’ 

“And yours did?” 

“Yes.” She took a long drink. “I can’t prove to you 
that it has nothing to do with gratitude but I can 
point out that if I hadn’t wanted to be here I could 
be in bed in my own room. It had all been settled. 
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She finished her drink and sUpped into his lap. Her 
hungry lips found his, and her body squirmed with 
the thrust of a flame of passion that hcked out and 
enveloped her in a crimson flood. She moved her 
face to fit the crook of his neck and breathed ecstati¬ 
cally in his ear. 

“I knew it would be like this. The warmth of you, 
the power of your arms, and the sweet hurt of them 
as they hold me. There will be other and far sweeter 
hurts, Mumford, darling ... 

She clutched him hard for an instant then stood up 
and kissed him full on the lips with a fervor that 
rocked the depths of his being and the floor on which 
he stood. 

He sat stimned for a moment then he rose and 
went to his knees before her, embracing her knees 
and kissing the soft/Curvature of her calves that 
seemed to tense at his touch. He stroked her lovingly, 
feeling the fullness of his strength, realizing the dis¬ 
crepancy in their ages, thrilling to his soul at the 
wordless aria that sprang from her depths and the 
involuntary muscular reaction that his caresses put in 
motion. 

"I knew,” she whispered as she placed her hands 
behind his head and forced him against her. “I knew 
and I wanted it to be this way . . .” 

He sprang up. Against him the sensation was al¬ 
most stunning, making her cling weakly and stifle a 
sob, her lips drawing back from her teeth,-her eyes 
shut tightly. 

Like a fluid he seemed to creep into every neuron 
of her body, closely, tightly, and the hunger of his 
mouth was met by a similar hunger, the pressure of 



HITCH-HIKE HUSSY 6^ 

his arms by a similar pressure, and the force of him 
against her by a force of her own. 

Like a movement of an erotic dance he caught her 
beneath the arms, lifted her until her lips were level 
with his lips, and drank their overpowering sweet¬ 
ness while she arched her flexible body backward in 
a graceful crescent. He lowered her gently to the 
deep nap of the carpet and Suimy cried out—so great 
was the shock when his hand touched her like the 
touch of a feather, so light, so caressing, yet posses¬ 
sive. Like waiting for a train to arrive, like waiting 
for sentence to be pronounced, like the frenzied 
progress toward a pool of cool water of a thirst- 
crazed man. The tension snapped and she lay wait¬ 
ing, hmp, exhausted. 

“All of love . . .” she whispered breathlessly, “all 
of love ... in my lips, in my heart and body ... Oh, 
Mmnford.” 

Her vision grew dim since the mind can stand 
only so much. Confusion was a striped phantasma¬ 
goria of strange ecstatic pictures, of impressions, of 
sensations that ripped and tore at her consciousness 
with iron claws, of terrifying joy that attacked her 
senses like a raging cramp, that flung her boneless 
body into a vat of warm, sweet fluid where it floated 
with efiFortless ease, drifting away toward nothing. 

“All love . . .” 

Like a voice from the wall it sounded to her, not her 
own, but a deep masculine voice answered from afar, 
it seemed, so ^stant that she barely heard it. 

“... All love.” 




CHAPTER 4 


In seven months' time Sunny Neversen had become 
more than a mere aggravation, she had become a 
problem. Big Ed sweated and ranted to his minions 
that she was ruining him. Already she bad won some¬ 
thing like thirty thousand dollars and, though to Big 
Ed such an amount was chicken feed, it galled him 
that he had to take the loss without the remotest like¬ 
lihood that he’d ever retrieve it. He had taken losses 
before, but always looked forward to the day when 
they would come back with interest. He had made 
his boast in public, that Sunny could always play at 
his place, and though he had struggled vahantly to 
fleece her in some manner, she was always there with 
something to thwart him. The peephole in the venti¬ 
lator was worthless since she refused to sit with her 
back to it. He paid out a nice slice of money for a 
mirror through which a watcher could look, but 
Sunny—and others—refused to play unless it was cov¬ 
ered up, so Ed was forced to suffer the embarrass¬ 
ment of taking it down. And, in order to keep the 
break and consequent repair of the plaster from be- 

66 



67 


. HITCH-HIKE HUSSY 

ing noticed, he had to do the entire room over. This 
did not improve his temper. > 

A man came to him once with a proposition which 
enraged him, although he was tempted to tell him to 
go ahead. The fellbw had been trying for a long 
time to muscle into Ed s organization. 

“She could turn up missin’,” the man said, baring 
black teeth in a flat, oily face. 

Big Ed sneered. “I ought to just let you try it. 
Mumford Basserman would string you to the near¬ 
est tree by your own guts. Know what he done to a 
mug once in Miami? He rammed a forty-five right up 
it and pulled the trigger. Churned the guy s guts into 
soup, but he lived two days in a hell that d make the 
real thing a rest home.” 

The man turned pale. “What’d the man done?* 

Big Ed chuckled nastily. “Raped one of Mum- 
ford’s women, that’s what. Took it from her right in 
her apartment, the fool, and stayed around for more, 
but the door opened and he found out that his infor¬ 
mation had been wrong. Mumford hadn't run over to 
New Orleans like he heard. You take yom proposi¬ 
tions out of here before you disappear...” He chuck¬ 
led again. 

The man scuttled out and left Big Ed to ponder 
over his dilemma. There was one ray of light in all 
darkness, however. She did attract a crowd, and his 
come-on business in food and drink had increased 
noticeably since she had been sitting in the games. 

He slammed a thick hand on the table making a 
swarthy, agate-eyed man, who was always near no 
matter what, nearly jump out of his sldn. 

“Marco, I got it!” 
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The man smiled tighdy. “Yeah, what?” 

“That woman. By God I'll hire her. Give her a 
good salary and a cut on the games. She’ll drag the 
bait in like you never saw. They’ll consider it a privi¬ 
lege to lose to her.” 

Marco nodded. “Then we could take a movie* of her 
in action and see vi^at she does.” 

“You’re a fool, Marco. What do we care what she 
does as long as she works for us.”^ 

“Might be a good idea, if she refuses?” 

“You re still a fool. Could a camera look thmugh a 
wall any more than an eye could?” 

“No, I guess you’re ri^t there.” 

“Sure I’m right. That’s why I own the Batecado 
and five other places. That’s why I buy punks like 
you by the dozen.” 

"We got om uses,” said Marco easily. 

“Sure. So’s fertilizer, but don’t the stuff stink?” He 
laughed uproariously. 

They were sitting on the edge of a pool in the back 
yard that had been made to appear natural with 
tremendous boulders around three sides and a small 
beach at the drain end. The water pomed down a 
fall, leaping musically from rock to lock until it 
reached the shaded deeps. 

Sunny wore a white, one-piece bathing siut that 
had no straps, but it did not give the impression of 
msecunty. It mi^lit have been blown on with a spray 
the way it fit. 

“You look pensive,” she said, leaning her back 
against a rock and drawing one leg up. 




69 


HITCH-HIKE HUSSY 
He nodded. “The time has come for you to leave 
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me. 

“Whatr 

He nodded. “Big Ed, unless the signs are wrong, 
has about reached the end of his tether. He’s been 
trying to find a way out without publicly admitting 
that you’re too hot for him. Fin^y he’ll reach the 
conclusion that it’ll be cheaper to hire you than to 
play with you.*^ 

*“Do you want me to leave? ^ 

“Not the way you put it. I have sworn I’d get Ed 
Bordelon. VH do it and you’ll be my big gun. ^ want 
you to move in with him. I won’t tell you what I want 
done. When he makes the offer and I’ll bet he do^ 
soon, accept, after letting him stew for a while. He’U 
give you one of the upstairs apartments. From there 
on all the instructions you have is to beat him, ruin 
hto, put him in jail or the hot seat. I don’t care 
which. He’s been around long enough.” 

“That’ll be a job.” 

“Afraid?” , ^ 

Her eyes were bright as stars. “Just try me. Just 

try me.” . 

• “I shaU. I’ll hate to have you leave, but youTl be 

more valuable there.” 

“I’ll hate toTleave, too, but I can run back when- 

ever I want to.” i u a 

“Certainly. I didn’t mean you would be barred or 

anything. By the way, the thought struck me. Have 
you heard anything from Jim?” 

“It’s been nearly a year. No, not a word.” 

“That seems a httle odd. A man could never sleep 
with you and not fall in love with you.” 
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“Did you?” 

He grinned. "Harder than I ever fell in my life. I’m 
not a fool, however.** 

‘‘Doesn’t it hurt?” 


“The only people who get hurt 'are those whose 
vamty cries out: You can’t do this to me.” 

A sedate black coupe pulled out of the sunken gar¬ 
age and rolled down the driveway toward the high¬ 
way. 


“The faithful Ellen on her way to do the week’s 
shopping. Ellen is a jewel.” His eyes were affection¬ 
ate. 

She was silent so long that he turned and caught 
her looking at him in a way that sheeted a cold spray 
of prickles over his back. ^ 

1 . gone,” she said 

huskily. Tnis is the servants’ day off.” 

He swallowed hard. "Yes ... it is.” 

She stood up and deliberately shamed the bathing 
suit with her body, standing in the afternoon sun a 
slim, beautiful goddess of gold. Her hair was a hale- 
scent circlet, a tiara of hght, and her body was the 
sunkissed gold of a ripe peach. 

He stood beside her a guttural sound of painful 
emotion sounding in his throat. His arms crushed her 
and her bps were soft, damp and hot. Then she 
turned and dived into the pool. He splashed after her 
and overtook her, with a fast racing crawl. 

“Think you could get away like that?" 

“I wasn’t faying too hard,” she laughed as she 
kissed him hard. 


Side by side they swam to where the water was 
only a foot or so deep. He caught her to him, his kiss 
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driving the strength from her body like some power¬ 
ful narcotic. 

Sunny gasped and clung to his body as slippery as 
a fish, the feel of him sinking a deep exciting knife 
into her vitals. 

The water eddied away from them in successive 
ripples, telegraphing their movements to the troubled 
surface. 

"The heights, Mumford,” she gasped w long 
slender muscles stood out in her clutched thighs. 
"Take me there.” 

The old man saw visions of his youth again, 

"Take me back . . . take me back where all . . . 
love ... exists ...” 

Mumford put one arm beneath her arms. With his 
other arm he held the side of the pool and with in¬ 
credible strength he drew Sunny and himself out of 
the water and onto the quiet of firm ground. 

A long time passed and the only sounds were those 
of insects, bir^, and their breathing as it returned 
gradually to normal. 

“It’s getting a httle chilly,” he said. 

She kissed him gently. “Yes.” 

“Let’s go.” 

“All right. Will you get our things?” 

“Yes.” 

He collected their robes and things and came back 
to where,she was standing in the sand; straight, 
lovely and proud that his eyes were only for her, 
knowing that tumult was again rising in his chest. 
They went into his bedroom where he dried her care¬ 
fully and made her wash the sand from her feet in the 
bathroom. 
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A tremor touched her and jerking the towel away 
from him she melted into his arms, fitting him with 
glove tightness. 

“Quit playing, Mumford . . . God, can’t I get 
enough of you?” 

He laughed. “I’m doing all right, but age will have 
its due, you know.” 

Her grin was devilish. “Your age hasn’t made an 
appearance yet, that I know of.” 

“It must be the other ingredient.” His eyes went 
sober and his smile faded. “I don’t believe you exist. 
You must be a witch.” 

She made a subtle movement that ran a jerk 
through his diaphragm. “Just like I said ... a witch.” 

She hugged him close in a sort of frenzy. His hands 
played with the fine expanse of her back. It calmed 
her wild efforts and directed them into a rhythm that 
soared to a peak of savage urgency, then receded like 
the whisper of a tide at flood stage that changes di¬ 
rection and sends its blue waters back to the mother 
body with only rivulets cutting surrealistic figures in 
the sand to tell of the departure of the mighty 
medium. “ 


Big Ed Bordelon allowed himself the luxury of a 
wave of appreciation as Sunny walked in, trim in a 
suit of synthetic linen, just a shade off white toward 
cream. Her blouse was green jersey with gloves, bag, 
and shoes to match. Her nylons were scabbards of 
sheerest mist, nestling to the curves of her legs and 
the graceful lines of her ankles. 
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“Sit down, Miss Neversen ... sit down. I have a 
business proposition to make.” 

She nodded, the ringlets of glistening hair bobbing 
beneath the simple httle bun of a hat. 

“Thing is. Miss Neversen, you’re making me look 
silly.” Sweat glistened on his bald head. The admis¬ 
sion had been an effort. 

She raised two thick, golden brown eyebrows in 
poh'te inquiry. “So?” 

“Well, thing is. I've noticed that you bring in the 
customers so all you’ve won hasn’t been a dead loss 
to me. What about working for me?” 

“What would I do?” 

“Give the place tone, take a hand in a game once in 
a while just so the players might come in hoping 
you’d be at the table, mingle aroimd. Shoot some 
craps, play the wheel . . . just anything like that. 
Maybe sometime, some real high brass would ask you 
to dinner . . . Anything you think might help the 
club.” 

“And the matter of my end? I’m doing aU right 
the way it is.” 

“Sure, and of course Fm a gambler and you’re just 
another risk I got to take since if it got out that I 
wouldn’t give you a seat at a table I’d never live it 
down. People are laughing up their sleeves now, but 
as long as they pour in to watch it done, I ain’t hurt 
none. I’d just like to have you on my side. How would 
a hundred-and-fifty a week sound?” 

‘Xast week I made fourteen hundred ... in two sit¬ 
tings.” 

“That’s true. Tell you what. I know what our take 
is on an average. If it makes a significant jump FU 
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give you two per cent of the whole take or twenty- 
five percent of the increase.” 

She shrugged unconcernedly. “How do I know I’ll 

like it?” 

He grinned. “Want to look at your apartment?” 

“HI look.” 

“Come on.” 

He lead the way to an automatic elevator that 
whisked them up to the third floor. There was a glass- 
topped corridor that let in light from a full moon, the 
beauty of the blue carpet and lighter blue walls was 
almost fairy-like in the weird light. They went to the 
end of the corridor where twin doors ended it, and 
taking a key from his pocket he unlocked a door 
twice the usual size and slid it back into the wall. The 
inside was even more fairy-like. The ceiling was done 
in a dusky red and the walls m pale rose, except on 
the far side where an odd wall was painted pale blue. 
The furniture of the small living room was massive, 
. upholstered in harmonizing pastels, very expensive 
and new. All the wood in sight was a mild warm 
gray with a rich luminescence that shone dully. The 
carpet was darker than the wall... almost as dark as 
the color of the ceiling. It was deep and luxurious. 
“Like it?” 

She nodded casually, her heart racing with appre¬ 
ciation. “It’s all right, but you see I ve been Mr. Bas- 
serman’s guest, so naturally Tm not too impressed. 
It’s comfortable.” 

His face fell a little. "Wait till you see the bed¬ 
room ... this way.” 

It was as large as the living room, with chartreuse 
walls and a gilt ceiling. The bed was a headless 
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Hollywood affair that had obviously been made to 
order judging from the size of it. It had sheets of pale 
green silk and a spread that was priceless brocaded 
velvet in green so dark that it appeared black at first 
glance. The furniture matched the ceihng with a rich 
sheen that made her eyes glitter. This apartment was 
the utmost in luxury. 

“Air conditioned summer and winter,” he said, 
pointing to the vents. “You’ll never need a fan or a 
fire. I didn’t spare the horses when I built this place 
because I intend for it to be here a long time.” 

"Who was the apartment built for?” 

He grinned sheepishly. “Er ... I have ... I mean 
... you know ... guests sometimes.” 

“I’ll bet. Any others like this?” 

“Three more. My chef and his wife live in one. I 
live in another, my top house man in the third. 
Now . . .” 

He opened the long doors and there was a balcony, 
open and overlooking the ocean. They could see the 
long rollers coming in on the beach, foaming whitely 
in the moonlight. 

“This,” she said quietly, “is the best thing you’ve 
showed me yet.” 

“Then you’ll come in with me?” he asked eagerly. 

She lifted her shoulders infinitesimally. “I don’t 
know. The idea has appeal but... I’ll th^ about it 
and let you know.” 

“When?” 

“At my leisure. I couldn’t give you a specific date, 
and, of course, there’s no hurry.” 

“Oh, but there is . . .” 

Her eyes were hard as granite. “I said there’s no 
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hurry,” she spoke slowly and distinctly. “One thing 
against you, Ed. You’re used to pushing people 
around. The day you try that with me is the day they 
open your veins and pump you full of formalde- f 
hyde.” ' 

She turned and walked away, leaving him mop¬ 
ping his brow energetically and cursing the peculiar i 
chill that had flitted down his back. 



CHAPTER 5 


Sunny had been installed two months in the apart¬ 
ment and now autumn threatened with frost-painted 
woods and chill night winds. Sunny sat in her hymg 
room and savored the warmth of the carefully con¬ 
ditioned air. She had taken a walk dovm the beach 
to get the taste of tobacco smoke and weak drinks 
from her system and about the time she decided to 
turn around a sudden rain squall swept down and 
wet her to the skin. Her walk back had been much 
faster than the walk out because the wind was claw¬ 
ing at her skin with cold fingers. She let herself in at 
the side entrance and walked up the stairs rather 
than go through the club proper, took a steaming 
bath which she scented mildly with a spicy pine oil 
mixture, wrapped herself in a white woolly robe, and 
sat in a deep chair staring sightlessly at the walls. 

Her clean body throbbed dully from exertion, from 
the racy sting of the cold rain and the effects of the 
hot bath. A steamy fragrance seeped through the 
neck of her robe and tickled her nostrils, like crushed 
pine needles. She moved slightly and rested her head 
on the chair back, in her imagination feeling strong 
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arms about her, the pressure of a hard chest against 
her breasts, and the trembling of a man’s bps against 
her own with the eventual weakening of her jaws 
and the stabbing entry of his tongue- She shook her¬ 
self and getting up poured out a stiff drink and 
downed it without hesitation. She lit a cigarette and, 
opening a secret drawer in a desk-chest, took out a 
deadly .38 automatic, beautifully nickled. It was 
slim and perfectly balanced with an easy trigger pulL 
Mumford had given it to her with explicit directions 
as to its care and use. She had walked down the 
beach several times to practice, and discovered that 
she was an excellent natural shot. Mumford had ex¬ 
plained its need in this manner: 

“You’ll be living in a nest of vipers, Simny. Men 
with about as much principle as rattlesnakes. This 
gun will make you equal to them ... unless you act 
like a woman and get caught off guard and let some 
mug take it away from you. Don’t use it imless you 
have to, but use it well if you do.” 

So far she had had several brushes, but Ed always 
kept a sufficiency of bouncers around to take care of 
such situations and nothing had come of them. She 
was somewhat svurprised that Ed hadn’t made any 
advances. The hat-check girl had started her thinking 
one afternoon as they were having coffee together. 

“Big Ed been to your apartment yet?” 

“No. He hasn’t been invited.” 

The girl a pretty, taffy-headed blonde with youth¬ 
ful breasts and good legs, laughed. 

“What difference would that make to him? He gets 
around to it sooner or later ... if you work for him.” 

Sunny was stimg suddenly erect. Did Big Ed hire 
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her for such a purpose? If so, he had a rude surprise 
awaiting him. Sunny, in spite of her rearing, or 
maybe because of it, loved to give her passions free 
sway but only when she chose. 

“You . . . too?" 

The girl laughed. “Sure. The first lught.” 

“You let him .. . you didn’t mind?” 

“Sure? I let him. Think I want to be a hasher in 
some ptomaine tavern?” 

“Did you enjoy it?” • 

The girf shrugged. “I was tanked a little and he 
wasn’t too bad to me. I forgot who he was and let 
my hair down then. It was fim . •. looking at it in an 
all-over sense.” 

“In his apartment, I suppose.” 

“Sure. It’s a dream.” 

"Then I suppose tonight he’ll take the new ciga¬ 
rette girl to his apartment.” 

“That’s right. He’s already asked her to have a 

nightcap with him.” 

“I wonder if she knows what she’s in^for?” 

“I doubt it. She looks pretty dumb.” 

The cigarette girl did look naive, but she was 
lovely, and Sunny’s gorge rose in her throat. She 
sought the girl out in a dressing room where she was 
donning the jersey upper-garment to her costume. 
It fitted her jutting breasts like a glove and there was 

nothing to support them. 

“May I watch you dress, honey? You’re really put 

together ri^t.*' 

'The giti\smil^ wistfully. “Thanks ... no, I don t 

mind.” ' .o: i. 

She slipped, on tight lastex panUes and a stilt, ab- 
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breviated ballet skirt, the hook of which Sunny 
fastened for her. She was dark-skinned, with jet black 
hair that came to her shoulders. Her waist was nar¬ 
row and long and her legs were perfect for the per¬ 
forated hose that fastened to her panties. She was 
young and she was beautiful and the thought of her 
in Bordelon s arms made a knot of nausea rise in 
Suimy’s stomach. 

That night Sunny wandered around the gambling 
rooms shooting dice for a while and taking a hand at 
the roulette wheel, which the house man jiggered to 
let her win a thousand dollars. Then she played three 
hours of poker, winning twenty-five hundred for the 
house. At ten. Major Nelson, a flier-taU broad-shoul¬ 
dered, and looking very young in spite of his rank 
Md military trappings-managed to drag her into 
the club for a steak, which she enjoyed more than 
his eflForts to get her to marry him. 

“This is no spot for you. Sunny,” he said as they 
drank coffee. ^ 

m bet my apartment is better than your quar¬ 
ters ” ^ 

“We wouldn’t live in my quarters. We could get 
something else.” 

“Thanks, Brad. You flatter me, but for one thing, 
I’ln after big money. For another I don’t love you.” 

Maybe you would when you saw what a slave 
I’d be to you.** 

“I dislike slaves. I have to be beaten regularly 
every Saturday night or I’d beat you.” 

I d rather be beaten by you then caressed by any¬ 
one else I know.” 

“It would get dull. I’m sorry. No soap.” 
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"Well, I’ll try again.” 

“Sure, keep trying. Never say die and all that 
tOHunyrot.” 

“I think you’re getting hsu'd.” 

“Not hard . . . firm.” 

“That’s right. Firm. But it doesn’t become you. You 
should be soft and clinging.” 

“NutsI Want to try your hand at poker?” 

“Not with you at the table. I’ve heard about you, 
woman. Some of them will lose money just to hear 
‘ you ask for another card, but not Brad. He’s looking 
for a cottage and children.” 

The play was slack that night because a cold r^ 
was driving in oflF the Gulf and people stayed home. 
At twelve. Big Ed closed shop and in another hour 
the place was a darkened dungeon, quiet and omi¬ 
nous. 

Sunny went to her apartment, bathed and dressed 
in warm slacks and a pair of laced boots. She put on 
a raincoat with a hood and opened the doors to the 
balcony, closing them carefully behind her. 'The rain 
beat in her face like tiny neecUes, but she was intent 
on other things. Her balcony was separated from Big 
Ed’s by a low brick partition over which she climbed 
easily. The next second she was peering through cur¬ 
tains so sheer that they posed no obstacle at all. 

The cigarette girl sat on the couch beside Ed, still 
in her costiune, with a drink in her slender hand. He 
was grinning and telling her something and she was 
laughing ... a little too brightly, indicating that she 
had had mo^ than one drink. Suddenly he pulled 
her to him, his thick lips covering hers in a wet Idss. 
To Sunny’s surprise the girl sought the coffee table 
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blindly with her empty glass, found it, dropped the 
glass and like a cat swarmed over tLe big man, forc¬ 
ing him back onto the couch. 

For a long time they remained clasped to each 
other . . . Big Ed’s robe opening and revealng his 
gross hairy body. They broke apart... the girl’s top 
garment having'come out at the waist exposing sev¬ 
eral inches of pink tan skin, soft and smooth as down. 

Sunny closed her eyes and leaned against the wet 
cold brick, her breath ragged in her throat and her 
stomach aching from the quaking thrusts of nature 
in outrageous demand. 

An hour later she was miles down the beach, 
heedless of the cutting rain and wind, trying to stdl 
the sullen roar of supercharged nature and the fever¬ 
ish boil of her blood. She considered crazy, ill-advised 
things .. • anything to put water on a fire that threat¬ 
ened to consume her. She had thought of driving out 
to Mumford’s place, but she discarded the idea be¬ 
cause it would be hard to get into the house v«th- 
out arousing Ellen, and she wanted above aU else to 
stay in the kind woman’s good graces. 

Fatigue finally calmed her nerves so she retraced 
her steps, and as dawn grayed the eastern horizon, 
she crept shivering up the side stairs and fell into bed 
exhausted both mentally and physically ... 


As she sat now, cleaning the cold eflBcient weapon, 
her mind went back to the night she had watched Big 
Ed and Naomi, the cigarette girl. There had been 
other nights, because she had spied on them and 
there was no point in asking the girl if she enjoyed 
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her boss. That much was obvious. To a girl less 
talented, Ed’s age might have proven an obstacle, but 
any flesh through which red blood flowed could not 
have resisted her for very long. She worked hard, 
always the smiling, helpful cigarette girl, undeniably 
beautiful, and not in the least forward or anytliing 
on the floor of the club but rather, a perfect lady. 

Sunny put the gun aside and leaned back in her 
chair. She would have to do something about her 
own condition. It was gradually getting to the point 
where her explosive nature was beginning to rebel 
against continual denial... but there was the prob¬ 
lem of a partner who would be satisfactory. Sunny, 
as has been related, was completely indiflFerent to the 
moral aspects of sex, but she did reserve the right to 
react naturally to stimulus. Just any man was not 
enough. 

There was a crusty old house man, whose name 
was Dan Saddler, whom she liked immensely. He 
was thin, hawk-faced, and saturnine, rarely speaking 
unless spoken to, but when he’d look at Sunny his 
eyes would warm paternally, and he had given her 
invaluable gambling advice. Moreover, he always 
kept an eye on her and if a man became offensive or 
difficult, Dan would reason wih the offender, more 
often than not successfully, and Sunny had come to 
rely on his council and his support. She sat up sud¬ 
denly and picked up her gold-colored phone. She 
called a number and waited a while. Fin^y a voice, 
dry and crisp, came over the wire. 

’TDan ... did I wake you?” 

“No, honey, you didn’t. I was sitting here practic¬ 
ing a new shuffle.” 
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“Bet you were practicing a new stack job.” 

He laughed rustily. “What’s the matter, can't 
sleep?” 

“I’m nervous and I just wanted to talk.” 

"Want me to come over?” 

“Dan... would you?” 

“Sure. I don’t sleep much nohow.” 

“Ill love you for it, if you will.” 

“You love me anyhow. That’ll just make you love 
me harder.” 

In fifteen minutes she heard two taps of a finger¬ 
nail on her door. She pulled her robe together, tied 
the sash and let him in. He was still dressed in his 
neat blue serge suit, white shirt, and black tie. His 
eyes ghstened from the cutting wind but they were 
kind and humorous. 

“What’s the trouble?” 

“Come on in and sit down. Can I build you a 
drink?” 

“Just pour me out a few fingers of that rye. I don't 
like to ruin my whiskey.” 

Sunny was embarrassed now that she had made 
the move. “Dan, is there anything I can’t tell you?” 

“Don’t know.” He tasted the whiskey fastidiously. 
“Is there?” 

“Well. . . it’s hard to start. What do you think of 
me?” 

His eyes were steady as they met hers. “A good 
girl, and a deep one. What, for instance, are you doing 
here when you could be passing as Mumford Basser- 
man’s niece and hving on the fat? That man’s nuts 
about you.” 

She caught her breath. “I see you know plenty.” 



HITCH-HIKE HUSSY 85 

He shrugged, “It’s there. Some see it, others don’t.” 

“What do you mean by a good girl?” 

“I mean you’re not mean, you’re not dirty, you’ve 
always got a good word for a body, you don’t trade in 
cheap gossip.” 

“What about morals?” 

“It ain’t likely that you’re too moral in the usual 
sense ’cause beautiful women sin in their heads even 
if they keep their britches on. Too many men after 
’em and they’re always thinking about what’d happen 
if they let Aemselves get caught.” 

“What if I told you I had slept with a man?” 

He chuckled dryly. “I’d say there was damn Uttle 
sleeping done.” . ", 

“You wouldn’t think I was ruined?” 

“Look,” he said irritably, “your morals are your 
own. I said you was a good girl. I didn’t say you 
was any tin angel. What you got on your mind?’ 

She gripped her hands tightly in her pockets. 
“Dan, I need a man.” 

If he was surprised he showed no evidence of it. 
Instead he nodded soberly. 

“Come to think of it, I guess you do. Ever think of 
getting married?” 

“Thought of it, yes, but not as a means to quiet my 
nerves. There has to be a better reason that that,” 

"Well, I’m getting a httle old . . .” 

She laughed. “Dan, you’re priceless, but I’m afraid 
you don’t attract me in that way.” 

“Guess not,” he said grinning. “We’ll see what we 
can do. What sort do you want?” 

“Big, strong, clean ... not too blasi.” 

“How would an eighteen-year-old soldier do?” 
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“Isn’t that sort of young?” ^ 

“Yeah ... but those boys don’t know how strong 
they are.” 

She turned the idea over in her mind, then smiled. 
“Okay. Bring on your soldier.” 

The rest of the week was clear and the weather 
cold, but not bitter, so they were busy and money 
rolled into the Batecado in an xminterrupted stream, 
not a little of which was a direct result of Sunny’s 
presence. She wore fabulous evening gowns, cut low 
with her back bare; she wore high-necked, long- 
sleeved gowns with which her breasts seemed ever 
at war. She sparkled like a short^ircuited high wire 
and the money continued to roll in. She was so busy 
that she almost forgot Dan’s promise, and it was with 
something like surprise late one night when he 
brought a husky youngster to her and introduced 
them. 

g Neversen, allow me to present Corporal 

They exchanged pleasantries and Corporal Bell let 
her buy . him a drink, seemingly overwhelmed that 
she allowed him to drink it at her table. 

Then Dan discreetly left them to their own de¬ 
vices. She was pleased. Bell was not over nineteen, 
unsure of himself, but handsome and well groomed. 

His hair was black and clung to his head in tight 
waves. His face was square, but well modeled, and 
his bps were almost effeminately lush and pink. 

“I don’t get it,” he said as he took a sip of his 
drink. 

“You don’t get what?” 

“The prices are too stiff here for me but I’d heard 
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about you so I came in several times and took one 
drink, making it last as long as possible. I’ve seen 
you, and that old man has seen me watching you, 
but I never saw him. Then, all of a sudden, tonight 
the barman tells me I don’t have the right sort of 
money to buy drinks with so they’re on the house. 
Then this old man comes and tells me I look just like 
a man who’d like to meet you and, if so, he’d be glad 
to perform the honors. See what I mean?” 

She smiled slowly, letting the full force of her love¬ 
liness strike him dead center. It did and he went a 
httle pink around the ears. 

“Would you believe it if I said I had seen you, 
too, and wanted to meet you?” 

He shook his head. “Things like that just don’t 
happen.” 

“It did this time.” 

The boy looked her over carefully, then grinned 
personably, revealing his teeth to be as even and , 
white as a dental ad. ‘Well, okay, if you say so, but 
I still think there’s a dead rat in the walls.” 

"You wouldn’t say such a thing is impossible, 
would you?” 

“Oh, no. Anything’s possible, but it always seems 
to happen to the other guy.” 

“This time you’re the other guy. I saw you, I liked 
you, and I wanted to meet you. So I asked Dan to 
arrange it.” 

Bell laughed’uncertainly. “I guess I might as well 
tell you. I’m not too hot as a companion . . . with 
women, I mean. I don’t know too much about them.” 

We start, even, then. I don’t know anything about 
you and you don’t know about me.” 
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“That's fair ... I believe I could use another drink 
if the house is buying.” 

“The house is buying ... Oh ... It s nearly closing 
time. Would you like to have it in my apartment?” 

Uh . . . The boy s face flamed. “You mean . . , 
just you and me?” 

“Certainly, I have a place upstairs.” 

“Well. .. sure ... I mean, I think that’d be fine.” 

“I think so. They’ll be closing soon and in my place 
you can stay as long as you care to.” 

His throat bobbed as he swallowed hard, but he 
got up and followed her to the elevator. 

In the apartment, with soft hghts giving ofiF sub¬ 
dued illumination, he seemed to relax and accepted 
the drink gratefully. She fixed one for herself and to¬ 
gether they sat on a low couch. 

He sighed and caressed the cold sides of the alumi¬ 
num tmnbler. “Jeepers, but this is swell. I still thinlf 
I’ll wake up and hear som^bird yell, ‘All out there, 
you b...’ ” He stopped. 

“Go ahead.” 

“Not in the presence of a lady.” 

“How do you know I’m a lady?” 

Sure you are* You’ve been awfully nice to me. 
Doesn’t that m^e you a lady?” 

“Maybe. How do you know I didn’t get you up 
here for my own pleasure. I’m human, you know, 
and I get lonely at times.” 

“But... why, you could have anyone you wanted.” 

“That’s right... I have you.” 

I didn t mean that exactly. I mean anyone else. 
Older and smarter than me, with money, who could 
show you a good time ... things like that. I send my 
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mother all I can out of my pay and I don’t have a lot 
to throw around.” 

“Ever gamble? ... What’s your first name?” 

“Albert. My friends call me Al... No, I can’t take 
the chance.” 

“Suppose you knew there was no chance.” 

“You mean a rigged game?” 

“That’s right.” 

“Well . . . that wouldn’t be honest, would it?” 

“Look, my ever-so-young lad, those games are 
rigged against you. You’re getting an offer to come 
in on the other side of the fence.” 

“Gosh . . . that’d be wonderful. My sister needs 
some clothes to go to business school. A hundred dol¬ 
lars would surely fix things for her.” 

“What about, say . . . three thousand?” 

His jaw fell. “You mean it?” 

“Certainly I mean it.” 

Tears sprang into his eyes and he dashed them 
away angrfy. “Why’re you so nice to me?” 

“Because I like you.” 

He laughed shakily. “I sure don’t get this at all.. • 
not any at all, but I’m not beefing.” 

“That’s the attitude, Al. Do you mind if I slip out 
of this evening dress? It fits a little too well for com¬ 
fort.” 

“Sure ...” He laughed. ‘Tt sure fits all right.” His 
eyes were bright with admiration as he watched her 
leave the room with her easy, sinuous walk. 

She took a quick shower and dressed foolishly. She 
had bought a toy costume skirt for no reason other 
than its attractiveness. It was of heavy red velvet, cut 
very full, but only reaching about halfway dovim her 
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thighs. It was a silly thing, but it had a wide waist¬ 
band and when she put it on it was startling in effect. 
A seamstress had made a httle sleeveless affair that 
was almost a brassiere of the same material. It 
cupped her breasts lovingly, and having been care¬ 
fully made, fitted without a wrinkle, making their 
tips seem sharper than ever. She looked at herself in 
the mirror, touched the inside of her thighs with a 
rare cologne, and whipped a brush through her hair 
until it almost stood up, soft bronze gold and lovely. 
A sharp charge of e.\pectant joy throbbed through 
her loins, making her lean against the mirror for a 
moment, fogging its bright surface, dimming her 
vision. He was young and so untutored that the ad¬ 
venture and anticipation of the project was very 
exciting. He’d resist ... if he could. She smiled and 
hugged her breasts. Yes ... if he could resist. 

She went back into the living room and stopped 
momentarily for his inspection. Al started, half rose 
from his chair, and flushed crimson. 

Good God, he breathed frantically. 

“Like my costume?” 

“I . . . gee . . . yes.” 

He stood up and looked into her eyes, his face 
flushed and his eyes burning like pots of blue fire. 

“Sunny... please forgive me, but... I think you’re 
. . . He shook his head. “I can’t say it. You’re not 
beautiful, you’re not pretty . .. you’re heavenly . . . 
a goddess.” 

She smiled so brilliantly that he almost lost his 
balance. “Thank you, Al,” she said softly and, leaning 
forward, she touched his lips lightly with her own. 
She could feel the rigor that stung his nerves into 
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action and the look on his face was one of stupefac¬ 
tion. 

“Another drink?” 

“I... urk ... yes. I’d like another ... drink.” 

“Well, sit down. I’m real and I won’t run away.” 

He sat heavily and vriped a deposit of sweat from 
his brow. “I think if you started running I'd tie you 
up . . . This just cant be true.” 

“It’s true.” 

She deliberately slugged him, for as yet he was 
much in command of himself and this Sunny desired 
to change. 

She took a strong one herself, feeling stimulated 
no end but wishing to send her stimulation soaring 
into a clear white flame, into heights where, as Mum- 
ford had said, man and woman approach immor¬ 
tality. The clean pure bite of the alcohol roared 
through her veins and she began to feel a Uttle hght- 
headed. A1 drank rapidly, seeming to resent the drink 
as an intrusion that should be put aside as soon as 
possible. 

“Sunny, have you ever been in love?” he asked, and 
she was reheved to hear no timidity in his voice. 

“I guess so . . . but I really don’t know what love 

• n 

IS. 

“I guess I’m the same way.” He leaned forward. 
“Right now I feel like I’m so much in love with you 
that it hurts.” 

“I think what you feel is physical. You don’t know 
anything about me.” 

“Maybe it is physical, but it’s there.” 

He was sitting on the couch, so Sunny sat on an 
ottoman big enough for three people, a bit of strat- 
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egy of her own since sitting beside him would have 
limited his vision. She drew her legs slowly beneath 
her, feeling the soft red velvet draw away from her 
thighs until she was sure her bronze nylon under- 
things showed. Albert was struck dumb for a moment 
then he mutteredl "God, but you’re lovely. You’re 
sinfully lovely. You’re like a shot of some crazy strong 
drug in my veins. Like a choking gulp of some fiery 
liquid.” 

“Goodness, Al, you don’t sound like a youngster.” 

He flushed. “I guess not. I never felt this way 
before.” 

“How do you feel?” 

“You want to know?” Suddenly he was unaccount¬ 
ably bold. 

“Yes ... tell me.” 

“I want to get on my knees and Idss you . . His 
face reddened again but he continued. “I’d like to 
kiss your thighs . . . maybe you’d better pull your 
little skirt down ...” 

He leaned back and she could see every muscle 
in his body grow taut. Big, hard, finely chiseled mus¬ 
cles. He was in the grip of a struggle that only the 
very young ever experience. He was aroused almost 
to frenzy, but the imattainableness of this toothsome 
dainty to which he did not dare aspire was a weight 
he could hardly carry. He clasped his hands behind 
his head and looked fixedly at the ceiling. 

“Albert.” Her voice was rich cream but it shocked 
him like a hot iron. “Look at me, Albert.” 

He looked and saw that she had extended one leg 
straight out with the other still drawn up imder her. 
It was visible in its entire divine length. 
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His face grew shiny with sweat as he- watched and 
the knuckles of his hands cracked as he clenched 
them. 

“Albert, I think it would be nice to have you kiss 
me like that. I think it’s very sweet of you to think 
of me that way.” 

“Suimy ...” his voice was hoarse and choked. “I’m 
afraid.” 

Her lids lowered shghtly, the light glimmering 
softly on the golden sabers of her lashes. 

“Why?” 

His knuckles cracked dully again as he wrung his 
hands. “Because ... you’re so lovely ... I might...” 
He took a mighty breath. “I might try .. .” 

She smiled and fell to her knees before him, taking 
his hands and prying them apart. “How you talk. I 
can take care of myself ... if I want to.” 

“You mean you wouldn’t mind me ... kissing you 
like that . . . ?” 

She moved her face close to his. “Al, I think it’d 
be nice ... if youJcissed me.” 

His tongue wet suddenly dry lips, his breath pump¬ 
ing faster and faster. He took oflF his blouse because 
he had grown unbearably hot. He mopped his face 
and timidly kissed her knee. 

Her hand eased over his neck caressingly and slid 
upward, rumpling his hair. It curved and pulled him 
toward her. 

“You kissed me ... do you mind if I kiss you?” 

“No ... God, nol” 

She opened her lips gently and lowering herself 
into his arms she clutched him aroimd the neck and 
pulled his lips down to meet hers. A galvanic shock 
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rammed through him that hardened his muscles like 
rock and a sound escaped his tortured throat. For a 
moment he remained rigid, then his arms tightened 
and his mouth crushed hard against hers. When he 
released her he was glassy-eyed and stuimed. She 
smiled sweetly as she lay supine in his arms. 

“That was wonderful, Al, but you need training." 

“I do?” he croaked. 

•“Yes . . . now follow my lead.” 

She kissed him again and her mouth went soft and 
slack, the tip of her tongue sweeping the tautness 
from his jaws, entering, amazing and chilling him to 
the marrow. A little cry soimded cleep in his throat 
and his return assault was so fierce that her vertebrae 
cracked from the power of his grip as he forced her 
head back. 

He broke away and, still holding her close, buried 
his face in the softness of her neck and fought for 
control. Several dry aching sobs welled from his 
throat but she let him conquer the madness in his 
own time. 

“Sunny . . . Sunny . . . Sunny ...he said bro¬ 
kenly, hesitatingly. 

she nuzzled his ear and played with his hair. 

✓ “Don’t worry, Al. I won’t let anything happen . . . 
that I don’t want to happen.” 

He drew back and looked at her with incredulous 
eyes. “You mean ... you’d .. 

She put cool fingers over his lips. “Hush and love 
me. We’ll worry when the time comes.” 

Sunny’s blood was racing feverishly, watching him 
struggle with a passion that was rapidly beating him 
to bits. 
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“It’s all right, Al..She kissed him with clinging 
sweetness. 

“I haven’t any business thinking about you that 
way. You should have stopped me.” 

“I’ll stop you when I want to, 1 tell you. What 
about a drink?” 

“All right.” 

Three drinks later as they sat on the floor very 
close together, the gleam came back to his eyes and 
Suimy, a living fire now, put his glass on the coffee 
table and came into his arms. 

His lack of experience meant nothing in the face 
of the natural urge, and he kissed her so effectively 
that she felt herself almost ready to swoon. 

A convulsion seized her muscles and sent her into 
a vicious backward contortion. For an awful sus¬ 
pended moment she remained in a taut half circle, 
then something seemed to snap and she fell inert, 
spent, floating on the gentle clouds of a relief so great 
that she felt slightly ill. Tears came from her eyes 
and coursed down into her ears. She then realized 
that her bonelessness had iiiade her a plaything for 
him, and having completely lost control, he had re¬ 
doubled his efforts. She was relaxed now but so ex¬ 
quisitely sensitive that she felt she would scream if 
he didn’t stop. 

Her sobs became audible and her movements were 
of escape from the terrifying sensations that tore 
through her with such force that her muscles 
cramped and her nerves began to bum like red-hot 
wires. 

“Al ... Al ... AIT 

With a furious lunge she broke away from him and 
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sprang to her feet and Al, coming after her, caught 
her as her overwrought system gave up and she 
fainted. 

She recovered consciousness and wept from nerv¬ 
ous exhaustion and the renewed energy of the boy 
who was a boy no longer. Her muscles refused to 
come to life so all she could do was weep hysterically 
and pray for an end to his play. Then suddenly, with 
new and fiery energy, she rolled from the couch and 
as he came for her she caught his shoulders and 
gripped him with a strength she called up horn the 
last reserve and brought his lips to hers. She forced 
him close ... I 


She awoke, with a feeling of immense lassitude and 
exorbitant peace . . . her body one great abused 
ache. For a long time she lay fiat on her back in a 
half-world of throbbing memories, a pale blue world 
peopled by formless but beneficent shapes, with 
strange perfumes that stung deeply into her nostrils, 
a world of distant trilling music played upon golden 
harps by elves. 
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She came to her senses at last and sat up, biting her 
hps against the soreness of her back, arm and leg 
muscles. Al sprawled on the carpet, his lips parted, 
his hair tangled into a mop of black curls, but his 
eyes were smoothly peaceful and she could detect 
none of the tautness of last night. She let her eyes 
caress his finely conditioned body from ankles to 
scalp and to her consciousness came that old famil¬ 
iar thunder; the dull heavy pulse and the leaping 
throb of memory burned her loins. The ache of her 
body sharpened and directed itself away from pain 
and toward desire, toward this fine-limbed young 
godling who had handled her so ruthlessly the night- 
before in his blundering, reckless hysteria. 

She moved and let herself down on him easily, 
clenching her teeth against the desire to bang her 
body against his and gather relief from the torrid 
deluge of blood that cascaded through her veins at 
his touch. Her breasts telescoped against his chest 
and against her will she chafed his skin with her pwn 
until his eyes opened and he looked at her without 
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comprehension for a moment . . . but only for a 
moment. 

Suddenly he was holding her close and uncon¬ 
trolled sobs jerked his body. 

“I was terrible last night,” he said, his tears damp¬ 
ening the soft curve of her neck. “I did terrible things 
to you ... I was rough and crazy. I don’t know 
what got into me . . . I’ve never done those things 
before in my life.” 

“Al... you made last night something to remem¬ 
ber forever. Nothing you did was wrong or bad. 
That’s why I’m in your arms now. Can’t you see 
that?” 

He sat up and held her like an affectionate child. 
“You didn’t mind ... I mean . . .” 

“No. Of course not. They were just growing pains, 
you had.” 

A ragged sigh came from his throat “Maybe so 
., . gosh, but the things I did.” 

She made him stand up and their lips mingled and 
their bodies flowed togeAer hke a fluid, seeking wiA 
Ae objectiveness of the blind . . . Aat whose pres¬ 
ence is known . . . Ae glory of finding, Ae super¬ 
human joy of giving and receiving until Aere was 
no more to give or receive . . . Ae leaping flare of 
raw rampant sensuousness, the breaAless avidity of 
rejection and acceptance . . . Aen the choking flood 
of blinding joy Aat swept Aem like a forest fire, 
leaving embers and stray tendrils of smoke to mark 
its passage. 

# 

Eight hours later Sunny emerged from her apart- 
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ment feeling as though she had recovered from some 
heroic treatment that had purged her of all waste, 
all accumulatioDS of poison, and had accomplished a 
degree of nerve sedation that was unbelievable. She 
could think of the night past with relish and stimula¬ 
tion, but the tenseness was gone and in its place a 
calm certainty that she could repeat it at will. Albert 
had left so blindly in love with hei' he would have 
done her bidding no matter what the cost. 

She was passing Big Ed’s office and, hearing his 
bull voice raised in anger, she stepped insid^. 

He was standing with his legs apart, facing Marco, 
his face almost purple with rage. ‘Tou mean to sit 
there and admit to me that you took her out . . . 
right under my o\wn nose. 

He turned furiously around at her intrusion, but his 
face went carefully blank. 

“Oh, hello. Sunny. I was telling Marco something.” 

“What’s the matter? Marco been dating Naomi?” 

He jerked taut and his frown was black. “I told 
this deadbeat if I ever heard of him so much as look¬ 
ing at her again I’d—someone d find him a victim of 
a hit-and-run driver.” Big Ed considered guns messy, 
telltale, and unworthy of a smart man’s strategy. He 
used other, just as efiFective methods. 

“You didn’t have a sign on her,” said Marco, who 
was pale but calm. 

“Just remember what I told you,” snarled the big 
man. “Now get out.” When he had gone, Ed turned 
to Sunny, his face wreathed in smiles. “You know, 
you’ve been here long enough for you and me to get 
acquainted.” 
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"Were acquainted,” she said coolly. “Marcos the 
type that’ll slip a blade into you some night.” 

“That . . .” He used a bawdy word. “People like 
him don’t know anything but what they’re told. 
What about a late supper and some champagne in 
my apartment tonight?” 

Her bright hair danced as she nodded. “Sounds all 
right.” 

He was so surprised that, for a moment he was non¬ 
plussed, but he recovered quickly. “Sure. I been 
wanting to tell you that you’re worth everything I 
pay you. Business has almost doubled ... of course 
that double deck I put in with the extra tables 
helped, too.” 

“As did the good band I made you get, firing Abel 
and Jones who were stealing you blind, and a few 
more things I could name.” 

“That’ s right. Didn’t mean to play your part down.” 

“Then I assume you’re worl^g up to giving me 
a raise?” 

Big Ed had not been working up to any such thing. 
He was handing out praise in hope that such things 
as money matters wouldn’t creep into the picture. 
“Well,” he said grudgingly, “I guess that’s right. Yes, I 
guess I am.” 

“It is unless you want me to go back to the poker 
table oh my own.” 

He put an arm about her shoulders, half expecting 
to get slapped, but she remained still, neither en¬ 
couraging nor discouraging the move—and Ed’s slug¬ 
gish veins tingled. “We’ll fix it up . . . I’ll think over 
what would be a good raise and let you know.” ^ 

She took the arm down. “And it’d better be good 
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or I’ll let you know.” Her level gaze was unwavering as 
she looked deep into Ed Bordelon’s eyes. 

She walked out, feeling his eyes hot on her skin, 
repressing a shudder by force of wilL 


Mumford came that-afternoon and they had lunch 
together. “How are things moving?” 

She shrugged. 

“Everything seems all right. The games are rigged, 
naturally, but everyone knows that or suspects it. 
Ludlow, Bennett and Moresby have been ducking 
in and out hke hce on a dog’s back.” 

He nodded. “Sure. Election time’s coming. Any¬ 
thing to get elected is their motto along with thou¬ 
sands of words relative to what great-hearted public 
servants they are. If you want your income tax jig¬ 
gled, see Moresby. If you want your son pried out of 
the service, see Ludlow; if you want the songbirds 
to go blind, see Bennett.” 

She frowned. “What does that last mean?” 

“You’ll find out some day.” He grinned infuriat¬ 
ingly and ht a long cigar. “No news from Jim?” 

“No. I don’t suppose I expect any now. That seems 
years ago.” 

“I’ve seen him.” 

She started. “Whatl Where?” 

“Oh ... I was down near Mobile the other day 
and the truck passed going west . . . headed back 
home, I suppose.” 

“How did you know it was him?” 

“He has his name on the cab now. ‘James L. Bot- 
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tomly, Refrigerator Transport, Columbine, Missis- 
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sippi. 

A deep-seated ache hung low in her chest. She had 
almost forgotten, but he still had a place in her heart. 
She had never met a kinder man. She shook her head. . 
His kind heart had little to do with the ache. 

“Do you know Amos Sherritt?” asked Mumford. 

“Yes. He’s the chief electrician.” 

“He’s my man. I asked him if he could rig'some 
dictaphones, and he said he could. Want to be the 
other end?” 

She grabbed his hand. “Oh, boy ... do I? We 
could go places then . . . Mumford, I read about it 
some place—in a magazine, I think, about recording ^ 
machines. You suppose he could<put one of them in?” 

Mumford combed his neat mustache with a thumb¬ 
nail. 

“He could, of course, but what about hiding it? 
You’d be in the soup if Ed found out.” , 

“That reminds me. I have thirteen thousand dol¬ 
lars in my apartment that I wish wasn’t there. Will 
you take it home and put it in your safe?” 

“Sure. I’ll stash it with your other money. You 
ought to have a little safe .. . that’s iti I got it. Ask 
Ed if you can put in a wall safe... I’ll have it all 
arranged and it’ll be some wall safe ... I’ll promise 
you that.” 

Her eyes sparkled. “I’ll ask him tonight, but I’m 
sure he won’t mind.” 

That night Big Ed had a feast served in his apart¬ 
ment, complete with candlelight, champagne, and 
the gift of a fabulous wrist watch. “Just a little 
bonus,” he simpered as he snapped it on her wrist. 
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“The raise’ll be in your next week’s pay envelope. I 
think you’ll be pleased. 

“With all this money and valuables, I need a safe,” 
she said. 

“Sure. Get a safe. I’ll have Owsler come down from 
New Orleans and put you one in.” 

“No. I spoke to Miunford this afternoon. He’s hav¬ 
ing the same man do it who instaUed his. I’ll bet no 
one in the world could ever get in his safe ... ex¬ 
cept him.” 

“What’s so good about it?” 

“Well, you can open the safe easily enough, but 
when you do there’s nothing in it. Thats where the 
trick comes. Of course I won’t want anything that 
elaborate. Just a httle lockup for my stuff.” 

“Anything you want, baby. Anything.” 

They finished the dessert and sat on the couch to 
smoke a bit and drink iced glasses of creme de 
menthe. Sunny shuddered as she thought of the last 
time she had seen this couch . . . with Naomi half 
nude and clinging to Ed like a burr, her e^es wide 
and sightless. 

“Now,” said Ed chummily, “I think we ought to 
know each other better.” 

"Maybe you wouldn’t like it.” 

“That’s a chance I’ll take.” 

S unn y eyed binn stonily. You QTB taking a chance, 
you know.” 

He was momentarily stymied, having correctly 
read the danger signal in her-eyes as he opened an¬ 
other bottle of champa'gne and poured. “Here we are 
in business together,” he said placatingly. “Think 
how nice it would be if we could be real close friends 
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.. . just a hall there between us. You could come in 
here whenever you wanted and I coiild visit you.. 

“I’m afraid I’d find Naomi here and that would be 
a crowd.” 

He flushed. “Not if you’d come. There ain’t an¬ 
other woman I ever saw could hold you a light.” His 
speech slipped a little as he felt the wine. It had al¬ 
ways been an effort for him to maintain even pass¬ 
able English. 

“What about Gardenia?” 

His flush deepened into purple. “What do you 
know about her^’ he asked in a strangled voice. 

Plenty , , , and I m not surprised. She’s a mighty 
swell-looking girl in a brown-skinned way and I hear 
you try them all out before they get a job.” 

It was some moments before he could catch his 
breath, then he puffed a few times and managed 
something like recovery. “It’s a lie,” he said weakly. 
“You came to work here. Did I try anything on you?” 

‘yes, you did put it off, didn’t you?” 

“I sure did, bwause I knew what I had to lose by 
rushing toings. You don’t feel rushed now, do you?” 

“Not exactly.” 

He squirmed and his little eyes glittered. “Wanta 
go in to your apartment and get comfortable? You 
should relax, baby.” 

Her eyes were unreadable. “Sure. Let’s both co in 
there.” ® 

He leaped up with alacrity and, in the distance be¬ 
tween his apartment and hers, he put an arm around 
her and, reaching further, cupped her left breast in 
his hand. She did not respond, nor did she slap his 
hand, so Ed sat down on her couch, his head ringing 
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with visions of victory. He rubbed his hands to¬ 
gether, sighed, and took oflE his tie. There was an 
ominous metallic clatter and he looked up into the 
inexorable eye of a .38 automatic, held steadily, di¬ 
rected squarely at his middle. 

“Now, look ...” 

“Get out, Ed,” slje said gently^ 

“But baby ... me and you ... 

“I said get outl” 

He stood up, smiled and took a step nearer her. 
“Women don’t know how to . . .” 

He took another step and stopped, frozen, with 
droplets of sweat appearing on his brow as though by 
magic. He had looked sudden death in the face and 
it was not pretty. He passed a palsied hand over his 
face, muttered something, turned, and stumbled from 
the room. 

Slowly she let the muzzle droop toward the floor, 
her lungs relaxing with a slow hiss. One millimeter 
further and she would have pumped seven specify 
made bullets into his unmissable belly. JHe was going 
to take the gun from her and she remembered Mum- 
ford’s advice, but before he made that last fatal step 
he had looked in her eyes. She caressed the slim cold 
gun and a bubble of laughter came to her lips. It was 
not frightened or nervous laughter, but the deep, 
gratifying laughter of one whose strength has been 
tried and not found wanting. She patted the weapon 
again and thumbed the magazine from the grip. She 
They were not ordinary cartridges at all. 
slid the cartridges from it and examined them closely. 
“Have them specially made,” Mumford had said. 
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“They practically blow up when they strike and will 
tear the guts of a man into shreds,” 

“But why,” she had wanted to know, “do you use 
them? Aren’t regular bullets all right?” 

“They’ll do, but I remember once ...” He pulled 
open his shirt and showed her a broad smooth scar. 
“That was in Miami when it was pretty rough down 
there. I shot a man four times through the chest and 
he still came within an inch of killing me. Fairly 
scared the pants off me and I swore that I’d never 
draw a gun again th'at was loaded with completely 
cased bullets. I have these made to order for that 
reason. I never expect to shoot another man but, if I 
do, I intend for him to fall dead.” 

There was a httle hole in the nose of the bullet 
and the sides were scored shallowly. He had showed 
her one that he had shot into a bar of laundry soap, 
and the memory of that distorted bit of metal sent 
a tremor through her. 

“My, what a mean woman you are, grandmaw.” 

She spun about and slammed the empty magazine 
into the gun from sheer reflex, then it dropped to the 
floor. 

Vimr 

They came together in the middle of the room 
. . . hard, her slim body seeming to break into the 
fierceness of his embrace. 

“And . . . and you were there all the time?” 

“Yup. Standing right behind the door of your bed¬ 
room, peeping out.” 

She swallowed and took a deep breath and blinked 

Ae te^ from her eyes. “Do you know I came with- 
in 


• • • 
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. an inch of killing a man ” he finished for 
her. “Yes, I think I do. I didn’t know it until I saw 
the look on his face when he stopped. 

Her eyes devoured his face. It seemed a little more 
mature, perhaps, but his blonde hair was just as 
mussed and the devil still gUttered in his eyes. “Oh, 
Tim, you don’t kntow how glad I am to see you.” 
“Let’s go some place and take a bath in the cold 

rain.” 

“Ooooh ... I almost shook to pieces. Jun, how 
did you know where I was . . . how to get in my 
apartment?” 

“I saw Mumford this morning. Tm taking a load 
of frozen strawberries from Hammond to Savannah, 
and he puUed up alongside me and waved me down. 
We had a chin fest. He told me aU about yo'^* 

“But he doesn’t know how to get up here.” 

“Oh . . . that. I think his name is Dan. He told 
me. I met him as he was coming out of the club.” 
“Dan’s a dear. Did Mumford tell you why Im 

here?” i j * n 

“He said it was his doing but that you could tell 

me if you wanted to.” 

She explained the matter to him fully. 

“Gosh, but I wish you were here with me. I need 

you, Jim.” 

He released her and they sat down. “Honey, there 
never was a man who needed anyone like I need 

you.” , 

She was amazed. “Why I thought you were the 

most self-sufficient person in the world. Has any¬ 
thing happened since I saw you lastr 

“Yes . . .” His head drooped a Uttle as he stared 
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at the carpet. “Mom gave me my money back 
for the truck.” 

“She . . . gave it back? I don’t understand.” 

His face twitched a little. “Six weeks ago she had 
a heart attack, standing over the stove, of course, 
and she never came out of it.” 

“Oh ... I’m so sorry, Jim. I really am.” 

Tears seeped into his eyes. “Sort of left a big hoFe 
in my world. Then for some reason I started thinking 
about you all over again . . .” 

She interrupted him. “I read somewhere that men 
like to pick wives who resemble their mothers.” 

“That’s right. Turns out bad, too. They never man¬ 
age to be much of a bed partner when they choose 
their wife like that.” 

“I didn’t know you knew anything about psychol- 

o^.” 

“Sure. I went to a junior college two years. I picked 
up a little.” 

Sunny, satisfied now that he seemed to know all 
about such things, said: “I guess, then, I just don’t 
resemble your mother. What started you thinking 
about me?” 

Well, I sold the place. I like it, I suppose, but I’m 
just not fitted for the country and a plow handle. I 
have two trucks now, and if I had six, I could lease 
th^. I know big companies who don’t own a single 
unit of rolling stock. They lease the trucks just like 
railroads lease their rolling stock. I know a man in 
Cleveland, Mississippi, who has out a fieet of fifty 
trucks and he never thinks about them unless they 
need replacing or seething like that. He rakes in 
the cash and lives. Travels, hunts, fishes, gives big 
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parties and enjoys life. I’ve been thinking about some¬ 
thing like that.” 

“There’s a man who’ll lease your trucks if you 
have six?” 

“That’s right. He’s all lined up.” 

“And you have two?” 

“Yup.” 

“Jim, take some money from me and buy the 
trucks.” 

He laughed. “Do you have forty thousand dollars 
in your nylons?” 

“I have forty-four thousand dollars in my nylons, 
smartie.” 

“Jeepers . . . You’re kiddin’.” 

“No kiddin’. Cold cash.” 

He shook his head. “You’re just like I knew you’d 
be. Still foohsh and as open as a book. Nope, Sunny, 
I won’t take your money.” 

“Why? Male pride?” 

“Not entirely. Same reason I wouldn’t take it from 
Mom ... I can buy .a third truck because she left 
me everything. Only son.” 

“All right, you buy that third truck and I’ll buy 
the other three. You can pay me back just like you 
did your mother.” 

He sat still but taut for a moment, then nodded. 
“Okay. I’ll do it but you’ll get going interest . . .” 

“I will not accept a cent of interest. I gambled 
and won this money and I will not pick at your work¬ 
ing capital.” 

He got up and fixed two drinks from the little port- 
. able bar. “A toast to the company of Neversen and 
Bottomly, Financiers.” 
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“I’m a silent partner, Jim. I’m just backing the 
deal.” 

“The way it stacks up you’ll own fifty percent of 
the outfit. Don’t give me any static.” 

They drank and chatted away like excited Idds for 
the better part of an hour. Dming a small silence 
j. Simny was almost bowled over by the rush of mem¬ 
ories. Of a dark cold rainy night when thunder 
slammed through the hills and hghtning played 
weirdly about the horizon. Of a weary, hungiy, 
frightened young girl and a clean gentleman of a 
boy who gave what he had to give, then gave more 
when she demanded it. 

"You’re remembering that night, aren’t you?” he 
said soberly. • 

“How did you know?” 

“I could teU.” 

Jim . .. I’ll never forget that night. You were so 
sweet to me.” 

I seem to remember that you were pretty sweet to 
me, too.” 

She leaned back, took a deep breath and drew her 
stomach in, thrilling to the sound of his breath hiss 
inward. She was wearing blue velvet tom'ght, cut 
low, without sleeves, and the move drove her breasts 
upward and out, verifying previous suggestions of 
their ripe swells. 

I can still be sweet, Jim,” she whispered. 

His eyes shone luminously. "You’ve never stopped 
being.” He bent over and Idssed the soft, shadowed 
valley and Sunny, spinning in a flood of memories, 
caught his head and, holding it close, wept (juietly. 
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“I’ve needed you so,” she whispered, her voice in¬ 
credibly rich with feeling. 

A haJf sob came from his throat. “No more than 
I’ve needed you. I guess we’re just well met.” 

A feeling of utter bleak loneliness came over Sunny 
and she shivered and cuddled closer to him, seeming 
to draw from his presence assurance, against the im¬ 
pulse to feel alone and bereft. He sensed it and his 
arms drew more tightly around her. 

“Jim ...” 

“Yes, darling.” 

“I don’t know ... I feel so alone and . . . oh, I 
guess your coming back has made me feel sorry for 
myself.” 

She could feel the stimulating prickle of his short 
whiskers, but instead of becoming wildly excited she 
felt sluggish . . . as though the heavy welling of 
thick blood against her ears were intoxicating her. 
She breathed deeply and lay back, allowing him to 
caress her as hungrily as he would, but still her re¬ 
actions, though profound, had something somnam- 
buhstic about them. Something that made her limbs 
heavy and her mind swim about in a wet dark peace 
which his caresses only deepened. Her lips were 
parted, her respiration deep and heavy with an oc¬ 
casional purr, like that of a cat, rising from the col¬ 
umn of her throat. 

A gurgle ripped from her mouth that was half a 
song, half a plea, with overtones of an urgency that 
had overcome to some extent the throbbing lethargy. 

There was a momentary hiatus during which the 
thick viscid drumbeats hammered in her ears with 
such force that she was shaken to the core .. . wait- 
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ing . . . waiting, still in the grip of something like 
anticipatory paralysis, for the touch of him . . . 

It was dawn when he made his departure, leaving 
her huddled in tears and misery, promising to stop 
on his way back and talk about the future. 


The next day was a fright. Big Ed avoided her 
like a plague, nor was she any more anxious to see 
him. Albert got away from camp and hung around 
like a sick puppy until Sunny had to ask for help. 

“Dan, I just can’t see him tonight. I won’t.” 
“Why?” 

“I . . . there’s been . . . look, ease him oflF, if you 
can. I just can’t see him. Maybe some other time. 
Tell him I’ve been busy and I’m tired.” 

Then there was the sight of Amos Sherritt working 
on the big globe of the overhead light in Ed’s office 
and the arrival of a man whose look suggested State 
Police more than it did a safe installer, even though 
he was careful to look very nondescript. One side of 
his nearly threadbare slacks was shiny with the sug¬ 
gestion that a heavy black holster was accustomed 
to occupying the spot. She gave him the run of the 
apartment and showed him how to lock the door 
after she had gone. All this made her nervous so she 
went to the bar and sat on an upholstered stool, im¬ 
mediately drawing a bevy of m^es. 

“Stan, I want a triple bombon with water on the 

side.” 

Stan, who had seen everything, had never seen 
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Sunny in this frame of mind and his basilisk eyes 
widened perceptibly. 

There were several men willing to buy her drinks 
and out of sheer pet she let them, although she did 
not generally use her charms to loosen up poor 
spenders at the bar. Her place was the gambling 
rooms. 

That night, after closing. Sunny drew the heavy 
green drapes, locked her door, and placed a chair 
under the knob. Then she opened her safe, touched 
what appeared to be an innocent bit of ornament on 
the paneling, and counted off five seconds, maintain- 
ing pressure on another bit of ornament. There was 
a soft click and into view came a very small we re¬ 
corder and a set of head phones. For some time she 
did not hear a thing, then the door opened and Big 
Ed’s voice boomed through the earphones plainly. 

“Get that rat, Marco, in here, Heron.” 

Heron was another henchman, whose name had 
been bestowed partly because of his stature and 
partly because of his choice in stimulants. 

After about five minutes she heard the door open 
and two men’s feet scraped across the terrazzo floor. 
On an impulse Sunny touched a tiny switch that ac¬ 
tivated the recorder and sat back. 

“You sent for me, ChiefT asked Marco in his high- 

pitched voice. 

“I sent for you ...” Ed went back several genera¬ 
tions and brought Marco’s family tree up to date 
without finding a single legitimate branch. 

“You put your filthy hands on Naomi, but that 
wasn’t enough. First thing 1 knew, you got Gardenia 
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in your shack. I shoulda knowed betlern to think 
you’d take a word of advice” 

The last word was delivered with force and there 
was a thump on the floor or wall. 

Heron cackled. “Jeez, but that was a lick. Chief.” 

“Get him out of here,” said Big Ed calmly. 

“Did you mean just out or . . . outF’ 

“Out! Lousy stinker, fooling with my women . . .” 

“TraflBc accident?” 

“I don’t care what you do with him as long as you 
don’t leave no trail or buUet holes. If you do, I don’t 
know you from a load of shrimp . . . spoiled.” 

The door closed and there was silence for a while 
so Sunny cut the switch, her face cold and stiff. With 
a lithe bound she disappeared into her bedroom and 
seconds later came out attired in dark blue slacks, 
dark coat with parka, and black silk gloves. She 
opened the drawer of her desk and withdrew the 
automatic and thrust it into her waistband. 

In the parking lot, now dark, a fitful wind blew a 
thin mist in all directions at once, it seemed. There 
were three cars left and one of them, she could see, 
was Ed s big black Cadillac. Toward this car she bent 
cautious footsteps . . . whirled and ducked behind 
a Ford that was near. 

Heron was having a hard time with Marco because 
the bodyguard, though not impressive in size, was 
solid and well muscled. Half dragging him. Heron 
neared the car behind which she was hiding and, as 
he struggled past, she leaped silently from her hiding 
place and the bright gun smashed down on his head. 
His hat flew off and disappeared in the darkness as 
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he caved slowly at the knees, then fell forward to 
the white shell smface of the lot. 

Without making a sound, she shook Marco’s head 
by its thick hair, shook hard, viciously, until at last 

“Wait. .He reached up and caught her hands, 
he opened his eyes. 

“Wait...” He reached up and caught her hands. 
“Whadda tryin’ to do, brain me?” 

“I’m trying to wake you up so you won’t wind up 
a tra£Bc accident.” 

He mulled over her statement for a while then the 
shock of it brought him to his feet swaying and hold¬ 
ing onto her for support. 

“The louse,” he gritted, shaking his head gingerly." 
“Is that,” he bent closer, “Heron?” 

“That’s Heron and you were going on a wild ride. 
Your last.” 

He shuddered. “What am I going to do now? Jeez, 
what a head.” 

“Take the keys from Heron’s pocket, tie him up, 
and take him along. You’ll have an eight-hour start 
in Ed’s Cad and that should land you down in Florida 
some place where you might find a customer or dealer 
who won’t ask too many questions.” 

He nodded and, bending over, stripped the belt 
from Heron, bound his wrists, then straightened up 
and looked at her. “Why did you do it? You never 
liked me.” 

“That’s right, and I still don’t. However, I never 
disliked you. I wouldn’t let Ed do this to a dog if I 
could stop him.” f 

Marco’s eyes softened in the dim light, a sight she 
had never seen before. 
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“Thanks, anyway,” he said huskily. “Maybe I didn't 
like you too much either . . . then on the other 
hand, I guess I'm a pretty big fool, too, so that might 
explain it. I may never get that chance, but if I can 
ever help you. Miss Neversen ...” | 

“Get going,” she said brusquely. “Someone might 
come out here.” ^ I 

She went back to her apartment and undressed for 
bed, feeling that she had accomplished something 
constructive. 


I 




CHAPTER 7 


Jim Bottomly was a peaceful man, but through this 
peaceful temperament ran a strong streak of justice 
which, at indicated moments, might make him seem 
anything but peaceful. Riding swiftly along the coast 
road, which was flanked by a wide white beach, he 
was given to glancing appreciatively at the rollers 
coming in with their white foaming heads only to 
sweep the sand as smooth as a billiard table, then 
recede. ^ 

That was how he happened to see the struggle 
ahead that flashed between two tall clumps of sword 
grass, far enough ahead that he was able to brake the 
lightly loaded truck to a stop just opposite the uneven 
battle. 

A thickly built man with coarse black hair was 
evidently trying to overcome the struggles of a slim 
slip of a girl whose body was as slender and pliant 
as a reed. For a woman, she was giving a good ac¬ 
count of herself. The man had ceased trying to sub¬ 
due her by weight and muscle and, as Jim leaped out 
on the sand, struck her a hard blow with his open 
hand, sending her staggering to fall hard on the sand, 
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her pitifully thin dress sliding upward to expose the 
length of her slender tanned legs. 

With a growl Jim leaped forward and, as the man 
sprang to cover the girl, Jim struck him hard between 
the shoulder blades, sending him sprawling in the 
sand. Jim dove on him. Vidously Jim sent a savage 
left chop to the base of the mans head that snapped 
it downward into the sand as they rolled apart. Both 
jumped to their feet. 

Jim was no scientific boxer, but a powerful, rougli 
and tumble artist of the old Army Ranger school; so 
instead of waiting till his opponent was weU to his 
feet, Jim stepped in with a sweeping uppercut that 
slammed the other’s jaw with a crash and sent him 
sprawling again. 

The man came up this time with a long-bladed 
clasp knife in his hand and made his attack movie 
style with the knife-hand held high. 

Instandy he was locked in a hold which he had 
neither the speed to avoid nor the strength to break 
Back went the arm and the feUow’s breath began to 
wheeze through his mouth in agonized gasps. His face 
was ashen. 

The ^ went past any possible position, and with 
a duD chuck the shoulder gave way. He screamed 
hoarsely^ he feU to the sand, his lips chalk white 
Md bubbling with agony. Jim gave him a sharp kick 
in the nbs for good measure, then lifted the sobbing 
girl from the sand. 

clos^* babyr he crooned, holding her 

She nodded,, sobbing and clutching the flannel of 
Ills shirt hysterically. 
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was overcome quickly by the efiFect of his kind ges¬ 
ture and she wept again. “I don’t do this all the .. . 
time, really I don’t. I just . . 

“I know and it’s all right. Get it out of your sys¬ 
tem.” 

She quieted after a while. “It’s not him entirely. I 
just don’t know what I’m going to do.” 

‘Tell me the long, long story.” 

“Well, my father and brother are Arkies, as they 
called us. We harvest vegetables wherever they’re in 
season. We’d been to Florida gathering oranges, 
when people said Dan and Alex robbed a man’s fill¬ 
ing station. They had to run off to keep the law from 
getting them, so they got me instead. They didn’t 
put me in jaO, but they took our old car and trailer, 
so that didn’t give me any place to live. A woman 
told me New Orleans would “be a good place to find 
work. She gave me an address.” 

She pulled the address from her pocket and showed 
it to Jim, whose face went as black as a thundercloud. 

""That place? Tear it up.” 

“But ...” 

“But nothing. That’s one of the few big sporting 
houses left in New Orleans. I don’t suppose you’ve 
gotten to selling it yet.” 

She shrank back, her face pale and ill. “Oh . . . 

please, I didn’t know where it ... I mean, what it 
>* 

was. 

He patted her hand. “Sure, sure. I was just sore for 
a moment. Any woman who’d give you an address 
like that ought to be strangled. We’ll find something 
for you to do. Don’t worry.” 

“You’re very nice.” 



122 


HITCH-HIKE HUSSY 


“Nuts. Let’s forget all about such things and be 
happy. Hungry?” 

She swayed and tilted her head against the sea^ 
back. “Hungryl Oh, God, when have I had a real 
meal.” 

“Look, kid, how old are you?” 

“Nearly twenty-one.” 

“And your name?” 

“Marlene.” 

He stopped at a wayside inn and made her eat a 
big salad, a thick juicy steak, and three glasses of 
milk; then they resiuned their journey. 

They were both sOent when the girl relaxed and 
let go several notes of rich laughter. 

"What’s fuimy, Marlene?” he asked. 

“Nothing, Jim. I haven’t been this happy in years.” 

“Are you happy now?” 

She nodded and her smile was like a light going 
on, her teeth firm, white and well kept. “When I don’t 
think about the future too much. I’m full. I’m riding 
with the'most wonderful man in all the world who 
has just saved me from a mean old giant.” She 
laughed again. “I almost said something silly then, 
something that might embarrass you.” 

“Whatr 

Her eyes were serious and humorous at the same 
time. “I almost told you I loved you. It wouldn’t be 
iiard, you know. You’re fine and strong and band¬ 
it rome and you’re so kind, my throat knots up when I 
think how you’ve helped me. Jim, what would have 
happened if you hadn’t come along?” 

His ey6s shone devilishly. “Want me to show you?” 

Her face went serious and her eyes grew darker. 
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Her tongue moistened her red hps. "You, Jim, I 
wouldn’t mind. I never did it, but you don’t know 
what a fight it has been." 

“Don’t worry,” he said as he squeezed her hand. 
“I was kidding. I wouldn’t touch you for anything.” 

She caught the hand and held it, her eyes growing 
wider, until they were wells of soft brown. “What if 
I said I wanted you to?” 

A spurt of hot blood made spots before his eyes 
but he still grinned. “For what? Gratitude? Emotional 
upset? Tying onto the only creature who has been 
kind to you? I don’t buy that, Marlene. You’ll change 
your mind tomorrow.” 

She was silent after that, but soon her good spirits 
asserted themselves again and she began to sing. She 
was really quite young. 

“In the next town I’m putting you up in a tourist 
court for the night, honey. You need a good night’s 
sleep.” 

"Where’ll you stay?” 

“In the truck.” 

He pushed the button that slid the panels aside and 
showed her the entrance to the truck bed. 

“Oh, how nice.” She turned to face him, her eyes 
enormous and smoldering. “Please, Jim, can’t I stay 
with you?” 

He placed a caressing hand against her cheek. 
“Sure you could, Marlene, but I don’t want to take a 
chance on anything happening. I’d be afraid.” 
“Ofmer 

“In a way, but of me mostly. You’re just too lovely 
a girl for me to trust myself with.” 

"Where do you usually park?” 
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“There's a little roadside park down the road a 
ways. We truckers built it, and fixed up some run¬ 
ning water for showers. We tapped into a stream 
that was dammed into a pool by the C.C.C. boys 
years ago.” 

“Jim, m sleep on the seat. Please don’t make me go 
to a court.” 

This is a little too much like another scene that has 
already been run, he thought, but the male in him 
shrugged it off. “All right, honey. Club me in the 
head with a crescent wrench if I get fresh.” His laugh 
was rich and deep. 

She smiled widely. “I’m not worried." She came 
close and hugged his right arm, and he felt his nerves 
leap as he felt the outline of a small sharp breast 
against his biceps. 

She sat beside the fire while he ate his lunch, a 
little careless about her dress, and soon he couldn’t 
keep his eyes from the slice of satiny thigh revealed 
to his gaze. There was a light frosting of microscopic 
hair on her skin that gave it a soft glow in the red 
flames of the fire. He finished, threw the papers on 
the fire, and pointed to the little shower silhouetted 
in the moonglow that preceded the orb itself. 

“There’s the shower. You probably feel sandy and t 
gritty.” 

“Oh, but I do . . . terribly.” 

“I’ll get you soap and a towel.” 

He went to the truck and came back with a huge 
olive drab towel and a bar of medicated men’s soap. 

It smelled strong and good. “The water’s pretty 
cold,” he said thoughtfully. 
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“Who cares? I’m used to it. We rarely had hot 
water in the trailer.* 

The bath house was just fomr posts with burlap 
tacked around it which weather, wind, and sun had 
reduced to the thickness of tulle. If th§ girl noticed 
the thinness of the walls she paid no attention and, 
hanging her towel on a comer post, skinned her 
simple green dress over her head, skidded her briefs 
down, and turned on the water. Jim noticed, had al¬ 
ready noticed in fact, that she wore no bra. He shook 
his head and grinned. Not many men had the good 
luck to meet girls like Marlene and Sunny. 

The moon shpped the edge of its brilliant coin over 
the horizon and the girl’s body sprang alive in its 
radiance, like a shaft of golden neon hidden in a mist 
of fabric. Under the moon’s magic light the burlap be¬ 
came gossamer and the girl a naiad bathing in the 
dew of a fabulous flower. 

J im leaned back against the left front wheel and 
let the magic of her slender curves sink into his 
being like a potent condiment . . . like a soft warm 
cream of marvelous richness. He wallowed in the 
luxury of the feeling until a thought struck him. He 
got up, and going to the truck, came back with a 
warm thick robe he had bought in Bogalusa. It was 
deep soft material, maroon, with a black collar and 
sash. Slowly he walked toward the shower where 
she was plying the towel with a haste that spoke of 
the effects of the chilly water. She looked up and 
smiled boldly. 

“Here’s a robe I just bought. It’ll swallow you, but 
it’ll be warm.” 
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“Thanlc you, Jim. I hated the thought of getting 
back into that dirty dress.” 

She reached for the robe and her breasts, hardened 
and sharpened by the water, peeped pinkly at him 
as he handed it to her. As he walked away he 
thought: “She surely is unconscious of her body 
.. . and that fight she put up to keep it from being 
used against her wish. Maybe she’s like Sunny that 
way.” Taking advantage of her absence, he undressed 
in the cab and climbed into his sleeping compart¬ 
ment. 

She came soon and, in the warmth and light, she 
whipped the towel over her thick dark hair until 
it foamed in half dry masses down the back of the 
robe. Jim leaned forward over her and snapped on 
a switch which shot volumes of hot air into the cab. 
The truck became warm and cozy. 

“Sweep it all forward and hold it in that blast of 
hot air. It’ll dry in a jiffy.” 

“All the comforts of the comer beauty shop,” she 
said, casting a smile at him that made his skin crawl 
and an ache thicken his throat. 

In fifteen mintues her hair was falling in dry soft 
waves about her shoulders, glistening like waxed 
wires. She made a pillow of her dress'and prepared 
to sleep on the seat, but Jim intervened. 

“Don’t sleep there, honey. It’s hard and there’s 
plenty of room in here. I won’t touch "you.” 

“You won’t mind?” 

“No. It’ll be hard, but I think I can stand it.” 

She climbed over the back of the seat, seeming to 
bring with her a rich steamy perfume that had its 
origin in the flower of her clean fresh body. He held 
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up the blanket and sheet and let her slip between 
them, then covered her up to the chin. 

“Now go to sleep,” he said, his voice sounding 
strangely in the confined space. The httle red light 
was on overhead, shedding a ruby radiance over 
them as their eyes met and held. 

“I don’t want to go to sleep, Jim,” she whispered. 

“I can’t take a lot of this,” he said huskily. Tm just 
an average man.” 

“I know ... I know.” 

She slid over and came into the crook of his arm. 
“You’re the only man who was ever really, unselfishly, 
kind to me.” Her eyes, inches from his, seemed ab¬ 
normally large and hquid. “You’re the only man I 
ever wanted so badly that I hurt. 

Her breath came faster and with a harsh expelling 
of pent-up breath his lips closed over hers. 

She throbbed like an electronic device, shuddering 
under the thrust of terrific voltage, the searing blast 
of awful power that threatened to bum her out. The 
skin of his shoulder grew white from the pressure of 
her teeth and soon the salt of his blood was upon her 
bps. She loosened her grip and sobbed in time to the 
rhythm of her body and in a fury of passionate ex¬ 
piation, she massaged her face in the claret. 

“Aren’t you tired, baby?” he asked gently. 

“No, not too much. Please don’t make me move, 
Jim. Let me stay. Let me hold nil of this terrifying 
love . . . all of it . . .” 

Her lips found his and clung with passionate sub¬ 
mission, but colored with possessiveness, her thick 
soft hair a fragrant bonnet that tickled his nose and 
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gave him a sensation of sweet smothering in its Sty¬ 
gian darkness. 

He relaxed and allowed her to mouth his lips and 
make delightful inroads, tasting them, fondling them 
caressingly. v 

The moon rose higher; and from the truck came a 
wailing note that rose almost to a scream, then died 
oflF sharply. Then aU was silent. i 

n 





CHAPTER 8 


It WAS noon the next day before Big Ed Bordelon fi- 
nally decided that something had gone wrong. He 
held a caucus in his oflSce which Sunny listened to 
gleefully and recorded faithfully. 

“Women,” came the diy voice of Dan, “are hkely 
to throw you one of these days, Ed. What do you 
care what your women do off duty? There’s plenty 

a way.” 

Who, came the furious voice of Bordelon, with 
a certain undercurrent of deadliness, “asked your 
opmion about my private hfe?” 

Sunny could almost see Dan shrugging. “Nobody, 
but look what its got you. Five-thousand-dollar cai 
gone, two men gone, and you about to blow a gasket 
cause you don’t know where.” 

“I might mention,” said Big Ed, again deadly, 
that I seen you givm Gardenia the eye the other 
day and, by God, if I ever ketch you . ” 

“You won t," said Dan easily. “I can spot a mad 
dog a mile oflF. 

You talk big for a mighty small man. I could fire 
J'ou, you know.” 
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“You could, but you won’t. 

“Why won’t I?” . ...i, 

-Because I know that that soWer boy didn t have 

no poison on him when he was buckm the 

-ffere was a short horrible sUence, then came an 
oth^r voice: “Look, this sort of talk breeds trouble. 
Shut your lips, Dan, and you. Ed. Why dont you kt 
the State PoUce have a descnption of the cm an 
Marco? At least you’d find out where he went. 

“That’s the first sensible suggestion 1 ve heard yet, 
said Big Ed, and Sunny could hear the sound of a 

^^She shut off the recorder motor with a smile and 

Tbtt^igM Mbert blew in full of ener^ and love 
and proceeded to make the night 
Sunny. He dogged her footsteps unt 1 she shooed him 
off to^the roulette table, armed with a 
instructions. The wheel was being run by Marws 
younger brother, who had had an instrucfave dis¬ 
cussion with Sunny earlier, and his previous admira¬ 
tion for her had risen to the astronomical. 

An hour later Big Ed puffed his way to the table 
and glowered at the man. “What’s goin on here?* he 
said in a dangerous undertone. 

Dori, the table man. was sweating convinangly. 
“Get relief. I don’t know what’s happening. 

In his office, Ed faced the man. “You shoulda got 
relief before the fool won two grand. I aint runmng 

no relief agency.” . , 

“Sure, I know that. He got a system that amt like 

none I ever saw before. He don’t play with no set 
scheme. He bounces around on the board, and L 
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can’t afford to skid the wheel with all them people 
around.” 

“Sunny has taken a shine to him,” said Ed, half to 
himself. “I wonder if she ...” 

“What could she tell him? We don’t never skid the 
wheel and she don’t win anything off of me.” 

Big Ed scratched his head. “Go see how Murrel is 
makin’ out and come back.” 

The scene at the roulette table hadn’t gotten any 
better. In fact it had grown worse. Albert had hit sev¬ 
eral high-odds numbers in a row. His face was flushed 
and his eyes held the glitter of victory. In front of him 
was a pile of chips that might have come as high as 
forty-five hundred dollars. 

“Beginner,” reported Dori, fifteen minutes later. 
“That’s all I can see. He’s gone reckless now and it’s 
paying off big.” 

“TeU Sunny to come here,” growled Ed, viciously. 

Ever since she had repulsed him, he had been in a 
bad state. Women simply didn’t do things like that to 
him, although usually he operated in strata where 
his attentions were likely to enjoy unbroken success. 
His eyes flared redly and his thick frame trembled 
as he recalled how close the scythe had come to his 
neck that night. His palms went suddenly wet and 
he scrubbed at them with a handkerchief. 

Sunny seemed to float through the door, a dream 
in scalding red taffeta with a cape of red tulle fog¬ 
ging the perfect outlines of her shoulders. 

“You wanted me, Ed?” 

“Yeah. Right now that soldier friend of yours is 
wrecking the wheel. Get him off it, fast.” 

“Suppose he doesn’t want off?” 
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His grin was grim and without mirth. “You’ll prob¬ 
ably be able to think of something.” 

Her eyes were too steady and their impact too 
great. He dropped his own before their gaze. 

“No word on Marco?” 

Ed went pale. “What do you know of Marco?” 

“When he isn’t in your shadow it’s a fair guess to 
think he’s nm off or something. I noticed he was pay¬ 
ing some attention to Naomi.” 

“Louse ... yeah! And Gardenia ..He swallowed 
hard and his face flooded with red. 

Sunny shrugged. “Why not? You, I mean. It’s noth¬ 
ing to blush about. Gardenia’s a pretty succulent dish 
as far as I can tell. Jungle type.” 

He writhed uncomfortably, but felt a rush of some¬ 
thing like affection for her because she seemed to 
understand. "Think you can do somethin’ about the 
soldier boy?” 

“Sure. Leave it to me. Might take me off the floor, 
thou^.” 

“Who cares? It’ll be worth it, and your private life 
is your own,” he conceded, with a rush of recipro¬ 
cating understanding. 

“Thanks, Ed,” she said with a smirk. 

Albert was enjoying his first bout with a game of 
chance and the table was surrounded by spectators 
enjoying the spectacle of Big Ed Bordelon getting 
his come-uppance for a change. 

Sunny wormed her way close to Albert just as 
the house man intoned his ritual and planked chips 
on the winning number. 

“Cash in,” she said quietly. 

“Er.:.what?” 
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“I said cash in.” 

“But Sunny, I.. 

“I know. I said cash in.” 

He bit his Ups for a moment then gathered up his 
chips slowly. 

In her apartment he coimted his money and his 
incredulity mounted. J 

“Good Lord . . . fifty-three hundred smackers . . . 
that system must have been . . 

“You had help from the first man,” she said coolly. 

“With the second man you had luck. You were be¬ 
ginning to irritate the man with the crown. I didn’t 
want you set upon as you left the place.” 

“Why, he wouldn’t dare—” 

“Hahl Look, sonny, there isn’t anything Ed Borde¬ 
lon wouldn’t dare.” 

He sighed. “Anyhow, look what all this money can 
do for me ... us. Now we can get married.” 

“Oh, come. Your family will need that money.” 

“But there’s enough for them and us, too.” 

“Do you think you could dress me like this on a 
corporal’s pay?” 

He flushed. “No, I guess not... but Sunny, I love 
you . . . and you must love me or you wouldn’t 
have ...” He turned redder, if possible. 

“Come, come. Let’s don’t allow it to get us down. 
You had fun and I had fun. Let it go at that.” 

He appeared to be on the verge of tears. “I hadn’t 
thought of it like that ... or you.” 

“Albert, any impression you got of me contrary to 
that of a woman who loves life is incorrect. I’ll get 
married some day, but I’m not going to dry up wait¬ 
ing around.” 
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“But Fm ready now. You won’t have to wait.” 

“What will you do when you get out of service 
... to make a living for me and your family?” 

He dropped his eyes miserably to the carpet. “You 
have me there. I don’t have a profession. But I love 
you and I’ll make what we need; we’ll do all right. 
Anyone can get along if he has help and is deter¬ 
mined. I’d work myself to the bone being a good hus¬ 
band, Sunny.” 

“And come home all worn out and fall asleep on 
me. I take a lot of loving, Albert. I prefer Albert to 
Al,” she added, inconsequentially. “A1 sounds flip¬ 
pant.” 

He sighed heavily. “All you say is probaby true, 
but that doesn’t change anything.” 

She leaned over and kissed him with such heady 
power that he felt like crying from sheer futility. 

Albert felt his skin grow tight all over his body and 
he noticed small intimate details of her, like the soft 
flawlessness of her skin where the robe opened down 
the throat and showed the foothills of her breasts, 
the damp tendrils of soft hair where her shower cap 
had let through a few drops of water. 

The kiss seemed to have done something to her. 
And to him. 

“Right now . . . Albert . . . Oh, I love you . . . 
God, how I love you . . .” 

She gasped from a pain that was at the same time a 
benediction and almost fainted from the leaping tide 
of urgency that flooded her as ecstasy drove deeply, 
gluttonously, into her senses, accepting all ... re¬ 
jecting nothing. 
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The next morning Sunny learned through a grape¬ 
vine, which was beginning to be quite efficient, that 
Dan Saddler was blithely ignoring Big Ed’s admoni¬ 
tion to stay far, far away from Gardenia; nor did he 
even seemed concerned about the possibility that Ed 
might hear of it. 

Sunny drew him aside that night and spoke of 
fears. “Dan, you know I like you a lot, don’t you?” 

“Siure . . . and I appreciate it, too. Not many old 
codgers like me got a looker like you on their side.” 

“All right. You won’t feel I’m meddling if I'give 
you some advide?” 

“ 'Course not. Fire away.” 

“Why don’t you try your luck some place else? Ed 
would just as soon have you turn up as a hit-and-nm 
victim as not. I want yoij around a while longer.” 

“I’ll be aroimd,” he said, grinning crookedly. “Ed’ll 
snort and blow, but he won’t do anything.” 

“He did something to Marco for the same offense.” 

Dan frowned and gnawed at his lower lips. That s 
right. . . Marco and Heron just up and blew.” 

Sunny held him with her eyes. “Want to know 
what^happened?” 

“I thought something was fishy. Sure. You know 
I don’t talk.” 

“I happened on the scene and clipped Heron with 
my automatic. Marco was out because they had 
sapped him in the office. I slapped Marco awake 
and advised him to take Ed’s car and Heron and 
beat it. He did.” 

"Well, I’ll be . . .” Dan grinned, then chuckled 
aloud. “Boy, if you ain’t the cake ... all seven lay¬ 
ers. The damdest woman I ever heard of.” 
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“So I think you ought to play it close.” 

“I know too much. Ed won’t bother me.” 

“Dead men tell no tales, if you’ll excuse the com.” 

Dan nodded. “Yeah, guess you’re right at that. I’ll 
think it over.” 

“Do that. I wouldn’t want to lose you, Dan.” 

He grinned and patted her shoulder. “Don’t worry, 
honey. I’m an old hand at this game.” 

Sunny, for the first time in her new existence, be¬ 
gan to feel nervous. It seemed that unseen things 
were piling up, slinking about in darkness_threat¬ 

ening. If it was a shock to know that Dan had bra¬ 
zenly defied Big Ed’s edict, later that night she was 
treated to a worse one. 

In the back of her mind there was a calm comfort¬ 
able certainty that sooner or later she and Jim would 
become ... she shrugged off the halt in her thinking. 
Why not? Man and wife. She had now come to the 
dead certainty that he was the most important thing 
in her life; therefore, when she went up to take a 
thirty-minute rest at eleven-thirty, it was with ex¬ 
plosive amazement that she saw him sitting in her 
living room. 

He had her key and his presence alone was not 
alarming, but the calm, Latin beauty of the girl with 
him hterally took her breath away. Sunny had a habit 
of hard honesty which she invariably practiced upon 
herself, and she was instantly certain that she had 
never before seen a girl as beautiful as this one. And 
with that admission, the certainty of the future van¬ 
ished and left her feeling doubtful and faint. 

He stood up, his angled face split with a broad 
smile. “We got a problem here. Her name is Marlene 
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Allen. She had picked the wrong guy to hitch-hike 
with and was saved by the bell.” 

Marlene stood up, her dress soiled, but managing 
to look almost elegant on the girl’s lush yet slender 
curvatures. “He ruined the man. I was never so 
thrilled in my life. He’s told me about you. Miss 
Neversen. I’m very glad to know you.” 

She took the girl’s hand and murmured something 
polite, still a little groggy. “What’s the problem?” 
she asked Jim. 

“She needs a job. That dress is the only one she had 
when I picked her up. I bought her some slacks, but 
we’ve been traveling steadily and haven’t had time to 
do any laundry.” 

Marlene shuddered. “I’ll do anything thatll buy me 
me a few clothes and let me feel clean again.” 

Sunny sat down abruptly. A few possible scenes of 
their “traveling” flitted, half-formed, through her 
head while she strove to put her thoughts in order. 
“Well, you might get on here. Big Ed’s got a good 
eye for women and...” She appraised the girl 
openly. “Sister, you’ve got what it takes. I’ll talk to 
him about it.” 

She got up and, walking to a small table, sat down 
and made a phone call. When she was through she 
wrote an address on a bit of paper and handed it to 
Jim. 

“Take her down to this address. There’ll be a wo¬ 
man there to wait on you. She’ll outfit Marlene and 
put it on my account.” 

“And I’ll pay you back, really I will. Just as soon 
as I can.” The girl was almost incoherent with grati¬ 
tude. 
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Sunny smiled and felt a little better. “Well talk 
about that later. Dress up here as soon as you get 
back and buzz me at the bar. Ill come up and take 
you to see Ed. Take your time and really do yourself 
justice. I’d let you have some of my clothes, but I’m 
afraid I’m too tall and heavy. They wouldn’t fit.” 

At the bar an hoiur later Sunny had consume^ 
four hefty bourbons and water, chattered herself silly 
with a round half-dozen lieutenants and captains, 
sent four of them to the gambling rooms with a half 
promise to join them later, and had come to a mo¬ 
mentous decision that would relieve her mind on 
several points at once. 

Some time later she was buzzed and, upon entering 
her apartment again, she was shocked for the second 
time in one night. ' 

The girl was dressed in a severely simple black 
velvet dress with jeweled buttons that fitted with 
positively illegal allure, caressing her delightful con¬ 
tours, her breasts jutting hard and high against the 
somber cloth. Arotmd her neck was a narrow, red, 
dog collar studded with rhinestones. Her hair was 
parted in the middle and swept back to billow on her 
shoulders in jet-black masses. Her makeup had been 
expertly applied. It was subdued and without osten¬ 
tation, httle else than lipstick and a light dusting of 
powder that was so vague as to be suggested rather 
than seen. Her thick, bat wing eyebrows were ashine 
with natiue’s oils and had never felt a tweezer. 

“I used your shower,” she said hesitatingly. “I hope 
it was all right.” 

“Of course, my dear,” said Sunny warmly, “You 
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couldn’t dress without bathing. Jim, this child is 
luscious.” 

“She is that,” he agreed with such heartiness that 
Sunny felt a pang. “Ready to go beard the tiger?” 
“Yes. You’ll wait?” 

“Sure. I’ll be here.” 


“Busy, Ed?” Sunny asked as she swept into the 
ofiBce. 

“No, never too busy to see you. What’s the 
trouble?” 

“I left a girl out there I want you to meet.” 

“Well, why don’t you bring her in?” . 

“Because I want to talk to you first, so listen. You’ve 
never seen a knockout like her. She’s an orphan, but 
she’s got class. She’ll make a dandy girl to drift around 
and attract customers, like I do. If I’m good, then 
twice me is better. I hate to admit it, but this girls 
put me in the shade.” 

“Ha!” he ejaculated. “Bring her in.” 

“I’m not through. Ed, I don’t want you taking this 
kid to your apartment. Get it?” 

He flushed. “Well . . .” He decided to be blunt. 
“How come?” 

“Because. Remember the soldier who took the 
wheel for a ride the other night?” 

“Sure, but what . . ” 

“Well, he’s getting in my hair. He’s in love with 
me.” 

Big Ed grinned. "Who wouldn’t be?” 

“Maybe, but he’s too serious. I think I’ll pull a 
coup, with he and Marlene as the principal actors.” 
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Ed chuckled. “You oughta been a man. You think 
too straight for a woman. Well, if she’s all that, 1 
won’t bother her.” 

“I mean that.” She stood up and her eyes were un¬ 
comfortable .to meet. “I mean it like I meant to loll 
you if you’d have taken another step . . . not too 
long ago. I’ll bring her in." 

It was all over in a very short while. Big Ed had 
been fairly slaughtered and, seeing his reaction. 
Sunny' felt a twinge of fear. He had promised, 
but . . . 

So it was agreed that Marlene would go to work. 
She would be able to buy a nice wardrobe and pay 
it back through salary deductions a little at a time. 
By the time they got back to the apartment, she 
couldn’t stand it any longer and collapsed on the 
couch, flushing the ache from her relieved heart with 
a stormy burst of tears. 

Surmy made her a stiflE drink and saw that she 
drank it. “I know how you feel, darling. Hardly- a 
year ago I was in a similar fix. Now you go take a 
shower and pile into bed. We’ll discuss where you’ll 
live tomorrow. You need rest now.” 

When she had gone and the door was safely closed. 
Sunny turned to Jim, her face blank and her eyes a 
little hard. “Okay, give.” 

“Hunh?” 

“I said give. You’re not deaf.” 

"But I told you everything I know.” 

“Jim.” She sat beside him, her face dead serious. 
“Don’t be thick. You know what I mean. What hap¬ 
pened between you and Marlene?” 

He seemed to withdraw a httle into his shell. 
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“I haven’t asked you what you’ve been doing 
since I picked you up that afternoon.” 

That’s right, you haven’t. I appreciate that, too, 
because I’m human. You’re human, too, Jim, and if 
she gave you half a chance you took her to bed be¬ 
hind the back seat on yom truck.” 

He nodded. “All right. You know me. I got a soft 
streak for helpless women, children and animals. I 
was kind to her and, like you, she couldn’t stand it. 
There was only one thing she felt would relieve the 
way her emotions were handhng her.” He tensed 
and waited, but no explosion came. 

Sunny smiled wistfully. “It had to happen. I know 
how she felt.” 

‘Then you’re not-sore?” 

I don t know. It’s human to be jealous, and I won’t 
say the thought doesn’t ^ve me a cramp, but I know 
you and I know how she must have felt. I also know 
her a little. She’s in love with you.” 

He cracked his knuckles and his voice was almost 
a whisper. “Yes . , . she is. It’s not a comfortable 
feeling. I’m telling you.” 

“What isn’t?” 

His eyes swung around and met hers. “Simny, I 
have only loved one woman. I never loved another 
and I never will.” 

Me?’ she whispered, half fearfully. 

“Tou. You haven’t a thing to worry about, that 
way.” 

She sank back and fought unsuccessfully against 
the roaring tide of relief and gratitude that swept 
over her. Finally she wept, silently, sobs shaking her 
shoulders and tears triclding through her fingers 
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where her hands were pressed hard against her face. 

He took her in his arms and held her close until 
she was imder control again. 

“Jim, where’s the truck parked?” * ■ 

“In a dark comer of your parking lot.” 

She stood up and pulling him close, kissed him 
with fierce possessiveness. “I want to sleep in the 
track.” ^ ^ (.J 

His voice was husky with emotion. “Me, too. ,, 


CHAPTER 9 


The next day Jim spoke to Marlene, and Sunny 
didn’t question her alx>ut it, but it had a subduing 
eflFect that was noticeable. Her work was good and, 
true to Sunny’s prediction, she was an attraction of ‘ 
the highest order. Sunny had continued to let her 
stay in the apartment because good places were hard 
to find close to the club. After her talk with Jim, Mar¬ 
lene had been so thoroughly silenced that at times 
Sunny felt it keenly, and resolved to do something 
about it. They were dressing, having slept until al¬ 
most noon, and Sunny was again moved by the girl’s 
superb grace as well as the generosity with which she ' 
had been constructed. 

“Marlene, I’ll just have to tell you. You’re too 
beautiful to be true.” 

A spasm of pain crossed the girl’s face. “It isn’t 
good enough ... to get what I want.” 

She was standing with one knee on the dressing 
stool before the mirror, brushing her shining hair, 
with nothing on but a pair of white nylon scanties 
that snuggled to her firm roundness aJBFectionately. 
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Her breasts were smooth-tipped, pink and girlish. She 
looked at Sunny miserably. 

“You mean Jim?” . • 

“Yes . . . you’re a lucky woman. Sunny.” 

Sunny caught her by the shoulders and turned her 
around. “Marlene . . . let’s talk about it. I know it 
hurts, but I want you to be as happy as possible. 
You’re miserable.” 

Marlene’s big eyes filled with tears. “Please believe 
me. I can’t hold anything against you. You’ve been 
just wonderful to me... as much in your way as Jim 
was in his. He loves you and we can’t change things. 
I’ll get over it.” 

“I met Jim like you did, Marlene. I was hitch¬ 
hiking. That’s why I know so well what you feel.” 
She hesitated for a moment and, still looking her in 
the eyes, said slowly: “I slept with him in the truck 
cab .. . just as you did. I know what a lover he is. I 
know just how nice he can be.” 

The tears came as Marlene gulped and nodded. 
“I’m glad you told me. I feel better about it.” 

“I want us to be good, close friends,” continued 
Sunny, “and now that we understand each other, 
maybe there won’t be that barrier any'more.” 

Marlene smiled wanly. “I’ve never held it against 
you, but I suppose it’ll take some time for me to get 
over him. It won’t be easy.” 

“I know, I wouldn’t want to be faced with the 
job.” 

“When will you get married?” 

“I don’t know. He’ll be stopping through on his 
way back to Florida. I’ve got a job to do here first. A 
very important job,” she added thoughtfully. 
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“Yes. I might as well tell you because there’ll be 
times when I’ll want you to help.” She gave Marlene 
a quick story, then showed her the recorder and how 
it worked. “I’ll give you the combination of the lock 
and you’ll have to memorize it. I wouldn’t want it 
lying around written down.” 

That night Albert got his first glimpse of Mar¬ 
lene. She was sitting at the bar having a drink with 
a major. Sunny, knowing that Albert would probably 
put in an appearance, had made her dress with ex¬ 
quisite care, and the old rose evening gown, strapless 
and backless, glowed dully, pointing up her olive 
skin and complementing her dark hair. Sunny, who 
had steered Dori into operation, effaced herself and 
allowed the introductions to be performed by Ae 
roulette man who, after hearing her part in saving 

his brother, was her slave. 

The major, who had been doing famously in his 
own estimation, was not a little put out at being 
sidetracked by a mere corporal, whose youth was 
as manifest as his lack of shoulder ornaments. Then 
Sunny, still keeping out of Albert’s vision, stepped 
into the breach and mollified the turkey-necked offi¬ 
cer and speedily made him forget that he had been 
misused. 

Marlene was nothing but her sweet self, but >vith 
Albert’s sore heart it was quite sufficient, and before 
long she was listening to the story of his hfe into 
which he did not go as far as he might have. It be¬ 
came apparent to him, e’er he had progressed to the 
point of telling her of his most recent blow, that here 
was a girl who might learn of his love for Sunny 
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with efiFects deleterious to future operations, so he 
allowed the denser portions of his autobiography to 
go unvoiced. Sore hearts, however, are hard to con¬ 
trol in regard to matters of amorous reactions, and 
that neiAer of Aem knew Aat a sore heart was 
present in the other did nothing to slow Ae attraction 
which attention set in motion. Something had begun 
to stir in boA of Aem. 

Albert s intention to go home on a week's leave 
evaporated that night and, instead, he found himself 
on the beach under a moon Aat made his blood race. 
The same moon had a similar efiFect on her, which 
Albert stimulated no end by his rapt admiration. 

The night ended at the bottom step of the outside 
entrance with a kiss that soreness of heart, working 
on boA parties, rendered something considerably 
more Aan a goodnight peck, and left them clinging, 
frightened a httle, and gasping at a new wonder they 
had discovered out of mutual, if unspoken, misery. 
They clung together like lonely children, and Ae con¬ 
tact brought comfort. 

“Can I see you tomorrow, Marlene?” 

“Do you want to?” 

More than anyAing in the world. I was going 
horhe tonight, but I missed my train on purpose.” He 
said this shyly, half afraid she might laugh at him 

sweet, Albert. Yes. I’ll see you tomorrow.” 

Let s have a picnic,” he said with boyish enAusi- 
asm. “Let’s pack a lunch and walk and walk and 
walk . . . down Ae beach some place.” 

“fat’ll be nice. I’D get Ae chef to make us a 
basket lunch.” 

“Good , , , Er, Marlene.” 
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“Yes.” 

“Could I kiss you again?” 

Her smile was like a blessing. “I’d love to have 
you kiss me again.” 

He did, and with a finesse and experience he did 
not have when he entered the Army. 

When Marlene brushed her hair before the three- 
piece mirror the next morning, she hummed her 
theme song cheerfully as she plied the stiflF bristles. 
She wore nothing except her natural area of satiny, 
olive-tinted skin, and her reflection three times in the 
group mirrors, like a stereoscopic view, gave Sunny 
pause. Her humming gave Sunny reason to be cheer¬ 
ful herself, but the shapeless pall of tension that 
mounted day by day began to loom bicker and 
nearer, though as formless as ever. 

You sound happier, she said as she sat down on 
a small tuffet and exposed her long legs. 

^ Marlene smiled at her reflection in the mirror. 
Sunny, I guess I’ve been unhappy so long that 
I m on the rebound.^ 

Sunny slipped smoky skins of sheer over the cur¬ 
ves of her calves and smoothed them with careful 
hands. “Albert didn’t help a little?” 

Out of the comers of her eyes she could see Mar¬ 
lene’s face soften. “I guess so. Albert’s really very 
nice and attentive. He seems kind of young and lost. 

I think those are the words I want. And I like him be¬ 
cause I’ve felt that vvay too—not too long ago.” 

Sunny stood up and let her half-slip slide to her 
Imees. Lost. Yes. And emotional and very fine. Al¬ 
bert has had a hard time and he needs someone to 
cling to and worship. Someone who’ll be a sort of 
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emotional bulwark, whoTl hold his head and soothe 
the ache in his heart.” 

Marlene laid the brush down and sat on the httle 
chiritz-covered seat. “Why is it men . . . some men 
like Albert, seem to have aching hearts, futile-like, 
and yet they're big and strong? On the other hand, 

I couldn’t conceive of Jim being futile or carrying an 
aching heart for long.” 

“Just the diflFerence in men. Jim, whatever else he 
is, is certainly not futile, and his disposition wont 
stand for aches too long. Albert is younger, too. That 
might explain some of it. It’s hard for a youngster 
who has been reared pretty much in one locaUty to 
be tossed headlong at the world.” She shook her head 
until her short hair danced. “That doesnt answer 
it either, I was reared that way, but I never felt 
futUe. I knew I’d make it... and I’m very little older 
than Albert, and not quite as old as you are. What do 

you think of that?” ^ 

Marlene gasped unbelievingly. “Sunnyl You dont 

mean that.” 

“I mean it. Age, honey, is a measurement con¬ 
ceived by man and has to do with maturity and 
ability only within very, very broad Umits. There are 
people on whom it has no effect at all. 

“But you speak so well. I was sure you had finished 

college,” 

“You speak well, too.” 

“Yes, but you should know the books I’ve read and 
how my foster mother made me speak well.” 

Sunny waved her hand toward the hving room. 
“Have you seen my Ubrary?” 
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^ wondered if you had 

And many more. When I was growing up it was 
Ae only way I could get out of that rut I was bom 


^er lunch Sunny, who always made it a habit 
to listen m on Big Ed when he first went to his office 
w^ch was usually at about one-thirty, opened the’ 
safe and put on the earphones. 

fl>e deep tones of 
Bordelons voice, making Sunny shiver and snap the 
murder s,rt,oh, -J .oW 
him agam. Where is her 

“I Imow where he stays. I asked where he is now.- 
Uoraelon s tone was menacing. 

^ ^ Gardenia in there last 

^ She c^e out about daylight this momin’.” 
“ITiats what I wanted to know . . . ahhh, good 
ev^ng Dan. Glad to see you. Lepp, shut that dwr.” 

f blanketed the 

sound of the blow, because Big Eds next words were: 

If!!r ^ ^ "®® ‘^® of a gun 

look; all mce and quiet with the blood runnin' outa 

his mouth. Awright, Lepp, where’s Dolan?” 

He s outside.” 

^afs lino. Run tie Cad . . . cnx>k of a Marco. 
Well have to use the Olds. Ron it right op to the 
service entrance where you can lead him easy. Traf- 
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fic accident, you know. Now, I want to tell you boys 
something. Come in here, Dolan. ^ 

The door squeaked a little on opening, and Sunny s 
face was set and tense. “Here, Marlene, take this over. 

I have a phone call to make. Record what is said ... 

every word of it. ,, 

“Remember,” came the voice of Big Ed, if you 
boys get caught I don’t know you from Adam, except 
thi you work for me. You come here weU recom¬ 
mended, so don’t have no slip-ups.” 

One of them laughed softly. “This is a cii^h. n 
Chi look what a big town we hadda operate m. 
“Where’s a good place to have an accident? asked 


anuiiier vui«-c. 

“Just outside of town,” said Big Ed. ^ng curve 
that cuts in sharp where it hits Main. Hold him till 
dark, conk him good, and when I say go^. I nie^ 
it. For keeps. Then dump him, not too hard, nght 
where I told you.” 

When Sunny returned to the earphones again, 
Marlene was sheet white and her nose was pinched 
at the comers. Sunny listened for a moment, then 
snapped off the recorder and turned to Marlene. 

“What did you hear?” 

In a choked voice the girl repeated the gist of what 
she had heard. Sunny listened and clenched her 
hands until the knuckles stood out. A frown creased 
her forehead, and her lips closed in a grim line. 

“What’ll you do?” asked Marlene in a stage whis- 


“Do? Why . ..” She leaped to her feet and, walk¬ 
ing to her desk, pulled out the bright automatic. She 
hefted it, her eyes as hard as sapphires. I caUed 
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M iiTn fnrd {ind told him, sho ssid hslf to horsolf* 
“If he can’t stop it and Ed Bordelon knocks off Dan 
Saddler ... what am I going to doF 

She yanked the shde viciously and sh'd the safety 
catch into safe position, her hps puffing away from 
her even teeth in a mirthless smile. “Why I’m going 
to blow that bag of guts all over the walls of his of¬ 
fice, that’s what.” 

There was a faint noise and Marlene crumpled to 
the floor in a faint. 


Ed Dolan and Roger Puffin, better known as Lepp 
for no particular reason, tooled the car along the wide 
highway with relaxed ease. On the floor of the car in 
the back a crumpled form did not move. 

“Think you crinkled him a little too smart the last 
time, Lepp?” 

“Naw. Just a tap and anyhow what difference does 
it make?” 

“Plenty,” said Dolan. “They can do a post-mortem 
and find out when he ate last and judge fairly close 
to when he was kill^. Remember, Big Ed said give 
it to him and then dump him quick.” 

“You mean they can do all that just by knowin’ 
when a man et?” - 

“Sure. Don’t you read the fimnies?” 

“Naw. Can’t read.” ^ 

“Better ffsten to Big Ed, then. That guy ain’t no 
pansy, even if he ain’t in big time.” 

Lepp sneered. “That bag of—? How come we’re 
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down here anyhow, playin’ around in a dump like 
this?” 

“He’s a friend of the boss and you better listen to 
him ." 

Lepp shrugged in high disdain. “You know, I think 
TU deal myself a piece of this town. A good smart 
operator could move that tub of grease right on back 
to Louisiana where he come from.” 

“Okay, wise guy, if you’re so smart, tell me what 
kind of car that is followin’ us.” 

Lepp looked back. “One o’ them foreign cars. 
Junk, that s all. Can t get parts for ’em and anybody 
can spot ’em a mile off.” 

“Well, he’s been following too long for me.” 

Outrun ’im then. You got horses under that hood, 
son.” 

“Don’t know, some of those cars is fast.” 

“Slide over here. I used to drive for Margiotti. I’ll 
show you how to lose that—say—figure he’s got a tele¬ 
phone in that car? Sure looks like one, and he’s usin’ 
it.” 

“Could be . . . Holy jeepers. Okay, fast boy, slide 
over here and lose him. That’s short wave he’s using.” 

They traded places and Lepp sent the green car 
racing ahead, but they couldn’t lose the Jaguar. 

“All right,” sneered Dolan, “lose him.” 

“I like to lost a tire on that last curve,” said Lepp, 
his face dank and white. “What’s he drivin’?” 

“One of them foreign cars what is junk. Can’t get 
parts for ’em.” 

“A little town up here—oh, oh—look behind him.” 

Jeez, a State Police car. Boy, you better bum gas 
and rubber.” 
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“Those birds’ll see some drivin,” snarled Lepp, and 
he floor-boarded the car and sent it rocketing throng 
a small village, scattering pedestrians and chickens. 
He turned abruptly north and found himself on a 
straight stretch of smooth asphalt that was wide, new 
and straight 

“Now,” he gloated, “let ’em try and catch me.” 

The police car made the turn ahead of the Jaguar, 
its siren screaming and the red Ught blinking and the 
race settled down to all the cars would take. After 
ten miles of straight running, the police car had fallen 
half a mile back and Lepp eased back and began to 
chuckle as he kept shooting glances at the rearview 
mirror. 

“All it takes is a heavy foot, a light hand, and 
horses to talk back to you.” 

“Then you better start ’em talkin’. That foreign car 
has passed the police.” 

“Then he’ll get lost, too. I wisht I had a big town 
to thread. That’s the way to lose a car.” Lepp took an¬ 
other glance and his forehead dewed with sweat as 
he drove his foot to the floor-board again. "The sleek, 
racy car was coming at them like an arrow out of a 
bow. 

“Holy Joe, look at that greaser come,” gasped 
Dolan, his eyes screwed to the back window. 

Lepp trod harder and felt a growing spot of icy 
cold settling in his stomach. His car was extended as 
far as it could go. The speedometer was wavering 
between a hundred and a hundred-and-five, and still 
the black and cream arrow, straddling the while line, 
kept hurtling down on them at a rate that was not 
only alarming, it was impossible. 
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“Don’t let him pull alongside," yelled Dolan, draw¬ 
ing a short, snub-nosed revolver. “I’ll see if I t^’t 
change his mind.” 

He leaned out of his window and triggered off 
three fast shots, and had the satisfaction of seeing a 
long bright gash appear on the Jaguar’s hood—but it 
still stayed thirty yards back, maintaining the break¬ 
neck pace with ease since it had slowed considerably 
to the other car’s best speed. 

A strangled sound came from Lepp. “Bet the water 
ain’t been checked in this thing in a year. It’s getting 
hot.” 

“That’s fine,” snarled Dolan, his face growing pale. 
“The car’s getting hot and that guy is aiming at us 
with something.” 

“Whatr 

A soft, muted stutter came to their ears and a hand¬ 
ful of forty-five slugs tore through the metal of the 
car with a heUish drumming noise. 

The action of the Jaguar on the road prevented ac¬ 
curate shooting at such high speed, but the driver 
did not seem to appreciate the fact, holding a sub¬ 
machine gun with limpid ease in his right hand with 
the muzzle resting against the top of his right door. 
Another burst whipped past them and gouged long 
white furrows in the stone that formed the shoulder 
of the road. 

“Missed,” exulted Dolan, but at that very instant 
another burst skated across the asphalt and one rico¬ 
chet tore through the right rear tire. 

Lepp, even with his disadvantage, lived up to his 
own estimate of his driving ability, and for three hun¬ 
dred yards he managed to entice some degree of sta- 
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bility from the wildly careening car. Had the tires 
held, he might have brought it to a stop; but the left 
front tire, imable to stand the terrific heat and strain, 
blew out with a ripping report and instantly the 
green car slewed sideways, tearing long ugly streaks 
in the asphalt, began to bounce sickeningly, then 
went into a cartwheel spin. It righted itself after 
three turns, and lunged headlong into a six-foot em¬ 
bankment and rose in slow motion until its back 
wheels were high in the air. There it hung, smoking 
and shooting up geysers of steam from the exploded 
radiator. 

Mumford Basserman swung a long leg out of the 
Jaguar, and with his weapon under his arm walked 
toward the car. As he reached the opposite side a 
groggy, shocked, but still formidable Lepp leaped 
from the ground and his hand came up with a heavy 
automaUc. The sub ripped off a burst before the au¬ 
tomatic could come level, and aU that had been 
Lepp’s face was blasted in a grisly smear against the 
clean -green enamel of the wrecked car, where it 
dribbled down the waxed sides like rime ice down 
the sides of a defrosting refrigerator. The remains of 
the man lay head down in the ditch, and the shat¬ 
tered stump of his neck vomited spurts of blood and 
froth onto Ae ground. 

Captain HoUiday, red of face and immense of 
girth, his scanty hair standing up like the ruff of a 
wild boar, climbed, grunting, from the police car and 
waddled up. 

“Godamightyl” He stopped short and lost a lot of 
his color. His driver, craning his neck, got a good 
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look and fell to the asphalt retching with all his 
might, his face as white as skim milk. 

HoUiday, angry at his own weakness, blew up at 
his subordinate. Blast ye fer a chicken-hvered— 
ummm, pup whelp—ummm I wisht I hadda beat for 
ye to pound. No wonder we couldn’t ketch 'em-gut- 
less souphound—ummm—klopf—” He slapped his hand 
to his mouth just in time to catch his dentures, 
which had never fitted too well. “Well, mmp—wreck 
didn do that, did it?” He pointed a sweaty, pudgy 
forefinger. 

No ... I had to use the chopper on him. Came at 
me with a gun.” 

*Yapp—see it still in his hand—dang nuisance— 
Mister Prell, is ye goin' to retch all day? Ain’t you 
never seen a dead man befo’? Git back to the car or 
s’welp me I’ll lay one on ye. And while ye’re there, 
if you kin keep yer guts in place, call headquarters 
and tell ’em to send the meat wagon.” 

He grunted and wiped sweat from his pink head. 
“No men worth a boll weevil no more. Army got ’em 
all. Now what’s all this about, Mumf?” 

Mumford pointed to the car. “Big Ed’s, I think 
you’ll find, but he won’t know a thing.” 

“Thats right. He don’t never know nuthin’ 'bout 
nuthin’. Be glad we reported it, just befo’ calling us 
that it had been stolen.” 

“Right. Carl, come see if we can open this other 
door. 'There’s some more in here.” 

Together they tugged at the door, but the car 
seemed ready to topple, so they climbed the embank¬ 
ment and pushed it back on four wheels. 'Then they 
managed to open tlie door. Dolan had been rammed 
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through the windshield and his head crushed like a 
soft fruit. 

Captain Holliday pinched his rubber-like nose hard 
with thumb and forefinger, and blew like a porpoise. 

“Mmmmp. ’Nother case where the driver don’t git 
a scratch and the other man gits kilt—hey—” 

“Yes,” said Mumford quietly. “This is what it’s all 
about. Dan Saddler. Looks dead.” 

“With his head beat up like that, whut you expect.” 

“If he is, and if my plans fall right, there’ll be one 
sad man in the county soon.” 

“Soon; how come not tonight?” 

Mumford shook his head. “Not tonight. I want the 
evidence so tight that even a roach couldn’t get 
through.” 

“Unh hunh. See whut ye mean. That’s what you 
wanted with that there recorder?” 

“Right, and it’s been doing fine, so I hear.” 

They lifted Dan out and laid him on the side of 
the road and Mumford examined him carefully. 
Doesn t seem to be any frachu’e. Tell you what, 
Carl, when the ambulance comes tell the driver to 
take him to my house. Ill call Dr. MacKenzie and 
have him out. If Dan has to be hospitalized, we’ll fly 
him to Jackson and put a guard over him. We don’t 
want him kidnaped. Dan’s a cool, quiet customer 
and, supposedly, he was being taken for a ride be¬ 
cause he shacked up with one of Ed’s gals, but I’m 
thinking there’s more to it than that.” His eyes were 
thoughtful. 

“You leavin’?” 

“Yes. I got things to do.” 

“Uh, say, how fast was you goin’ back there?” 



158 HITCH-HIKE HUSSY 

“Oh, I hit a hundred-and-twenty a couple of times" 
Mumford spun the Jaguar around and headed back 
south leaving HoUiday mopping his face with one 
hand, fingering his ribs absently with the other. 



CHAPTER 10 


That night Sunny and Marlene, both as taut as bow 
strings, fed themselves liberally from the bar in or¬ 
der to keep down what loomed darkly as a case of 
jitters. There had been no word from the men Ed 
had sent out on his dark errand; and if the girls were 
nervous. Big Ed was frantic. 

“Two times by God. A man gets in my way and, so 
like any business man I try to get shed of him and 
what happens? One time I lose two men and a Cadil¬ 
lac. This time I ain’t heard hair nor hide of them im¬ 
ported bums since.” 

“Maybe Dan bribed ’em,” put in a henchman. 

“With what? He was a house man and I knew to 
the dollar what he made.” 

“Well,” argued the other reasonably; “somethin’ 
musta happened.” 

“No kiddin’,” roared Bordelon. 

A lookout buzzed the office and Big Ed listened, 
then hung up the tube, his face pale. “Well, here it 
comes.” Two minutes later. Captain Holliday was 
ushered in. He stayed for five minutes. 
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“So you was going to report the car stole, hunh, 
Ed?” he said, as he got up to leave. 

“Sure, Carl. Just hadn’t got aroxuid to it. Busy, 
you know.” 

“Sure, I know.” He stuffed the data on the car in 
his pocket and without another word got up to leave. 
“Er .. . Carl, what happened to Dan Saddler?” 
“Mumf Basserman’s got ’im. Oh, by the way, them 
thieves woulda got plumb away if Mumf hadn’t shot 
out the tires. 'They clean outrun us.” 

For a long time after the officer left. Big Ed swelled 
and fumed. ‘Two times. Somethin’s fishy here. Too 
much I do gets aroimd.” 

There were three men in the office, and he swept 
them with eyes that burned redly. 

“Been cut off twice and this has been a rou^ year. 
Looks like every time I open my mouth Mumford 
Basserman puts his foot in it.” 

“Think he done this?” asked a man. 

“How do I know?” mouthed Ed. “How could he? 
He ain’t ever around no more.” 

“That gal he bnmg here is aroimd all the time,” 
said another. 

For a long tense while there was dead sUence, with 
Ed’s face growing redder by the moment. 

“By God,” he breathed, “that’s right, ain’t it?” 
“Was she in the room when you had Marco and 
Dan in?” asked the first man. 

“No, she was in her room both times, or shoulda 
been. I had lookouts both times. If she’d been close 
enough to hear they’d of seen her.” 

“What about a (hctaphone?” 
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“Diet . . His face went white and he leaped to 
his feet and strode out of the o£Bce. 

“Hey, you!” He motioned imperiously at Sunny as 
she placed twenty dollars’ worth of house chips on 
a number. 

“Me?” 

“Yeah, you. Come ’ere.” 

She walked slinkily toward him, her ivory white 
satin dress glimmering in the lights. “Douse your 
^ voice when you talk to me,” she said coldly. 

“Never mind the cracks,” he snarled. “I want to see 
inside your apartment.” 

This, thou^t Sunny fatalistically, is it. Pray God 
Marlene doesn’t have the recorder out and in sight. 
“Well, is that any reason to tear my head oE?” 

‘ If I find what I think TU find,” he said with a 
cold ring to his voice, “that ain’t all I’ll tear off.” 

“You frighten me to death,” she jeered as her heart 
went cold and numb. 

They went up in the elevator and walked down 
the corridor with the stars blinking above as they had 
the first time he took her through the building. » 

As he opened the door. Sunny shut her eyes tightly 
and followed him in. She opened them to see Mar¬ 
lene posing before the mirror sweeping a small comb 
through her glistening hair. She stopped and looked 
at them questioningly. ~ 

“Something wrong?” 

“I love you, darling,” sang Sunny’s heart. “I love 
you, I love you.” 

“Nothin’s wrong,” growled Ed. “What you doin’ 
up here. Why ain’t you on the floor?” 
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“A drunk lieutenant spilled a drink on my dress " 
she said innocently. “And you said . . 

“Yeah, I know what I said, never mind.” He turned 
to Sunny. “Open that safe.” 

Sunny’s eyes glittered back into his. “Is that an or¬ 
der or a request?” 

“It...” He clamped his thick lips shut and took a 
mighty grip upon his temper. “Please let me see in¬ 
side. A request, if you please.” 

“Very well. I don’t know what’s got into you, but', 
you’d better haul in your sails, brother.” 

She blanketed the dial from him with her body, 
spun it rapidly through the combination, and swung 
the door open.JShe took out two sacks and held them 
by her side. 

“I earned it, but in your mood you might want it 
back,” she remarked cuttingly. 

He ignored her and felt all around in the safe, 
tapping the sides and pressing anything that could 
have been a control. ' 

“I love you and your trick safes, Mumford,” her 
heart sang as he turned aroimd, baffled. 

“Well, I could have been wrong.” 

“Wrong. About what?” 

His shoulders sagged. “Something’s been goin’ on 
around here.” He stopped and glared at her. “What 
you don’t know won’t hurt you.” He turned and 
lumbered away. 


When they pot back to the floor, Albert was there 
with a repentant look on his face, so-rather than in- 
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terfere with young love, ^unny left them and went 
into one of the poker rooms. 

“I went to sleep,” he admitted shamefacedly. “I 
just meant to take a sh^ rest, but how did I Imow 
hotel rooms oould be so comfortable .. . and it was 
hot. Weather’s warmed up a lot.” 

“It’s all right, Albert. I couldn’t have seen you a 
lot anyway. I have to work, you know.” 

“Yes, I know. I . . .” On his tongue was the offer 
to take her out of all this, but he realized in time 
that he scarcely knew her. 

“Want to go for a ride tonight after work?” 

“Why, I guess itll be all right. I’d be glad to go.” 

“Okay. I’ll be waiting at the side entrance. Dress 
in something cool and comfortable.” 

The night was a monstrous magic amphitl\eatre lit 
by a billion tiny, twinkling candles as they rode 
slowly down the coast road. A warm, damp wind 
blew gently in from the gulf, enveloping them in its 
fecund, salty smell. A smell that seemed to speak of 
the life and death of countless fish; of the cutting 
prows of speed boats and cruisers and liners, of the 
swelling sails and creaking cordage of ghostly brigs, 
barkentines, schooners and clippers, now vanished. 
It spoke of sun-drenched islands, black-green with 
berserk verdure, with breakers foaming whitely over 
coral reefs, of happy, brown folk and turgid rhythms 
beaten savagely by sweat-streaked arms, and dances 
of slim dark maidens, voluptuously following the hot- 
blooded desires set in motion by the primeval 
cadences. 

Albert pulled off the road onto the sand until the 
tall grasses screened them from chance onlookers. 
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killed the engine, and turned in his seat to stare at 
the lush figure of Marlene, who had taken him at his 
word and wore only a gingham, skirt of white and 
green checks, and a'little sleeveless jacket that missed 
reaching her waist by six devastating inches. It did 
not press against her breasts tightly, but hugged them 
lovingly, and allowed them their own marvelous 
sculpture without distortion. 

“You're lovely tonight," he said, awe-struck. 

Her eyes glinted softly in the starlight. ‘Thank you, 
Albert. It makes me feel good to know someone cares 
what I look like." 

“I wish you wouldn't say things like that, Marlene. 
You're really lovely. So beautiful that you're like an 
everlasting ache in my chest. Just to look at you 
makes me get all choky." 

There was a little catch in her throat. “I wish there 
had been men like you in my life. It hasn't been very 
happy and you bowl me over. I don't know how to 
take it." 

“You . • . I mean, you don’t think I'm kidding, do 
you?" 

“No, I think you mean it, but for how long? And 
what will it amount to? You see, it makes me ache, 
too, and if you were to be transferred tomorrow or 
next week it would ache twice as hard." 

Albert’s face twisted as though a pain had struck 
him. “You mean you'd care if I were moved?" 

Her eyes were eagerly brilliant. “Of course I would. 
You seem to like me, you're very nice to me, and 
you're a gentleman. Why shouldn't I be sorry not to 
see you again?" 

“Like you?" he laughed frantically. “Yes, I guess 
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that’s what it looks like alh right, this being the third 
time I ever met you. Last night, today on the picnic, 
and now.” 

*TTiat could amount to a long time. Sunny says 
that time doesn’t mean much.” 

“How right she is,” he said, relieved, wishing he 
might have thought of it himself. 

“So, actually, our having been together three times 
could mean a lot.” 

“Marlene?” 

“Yes.” 

“I never remember enjoying a kiss like I did yours 
last night. I’m not over it yet, and I don’t want to 
get over it.” 

He cbuld see the quick mist in her eyes and the 
soft working of her throat as his words sank into hen 
heart. 

“If that’s the case,” she said so softly that he could 
hardly hear her, “we mustn’t let the effect die out.” 

She knelt on the seat and, with a hthe twist, fell 
backwards into his arms, the act whipping her thick 
hair loose in a sweet smothering cloud and placing 
her face inches from his as his arms tightened. 

He held her thus for one ecstatic moment, his mind 
racing with thoughts of his recent reactions and pro¬ 
testations of love to Sunny, wondering how he could 
have been so silly, but recovering with a celerity that 
is the prerogaUve of youth .. . explaining it away by 
telling himself that at the time he hadn’t met Mar¬ 
lene and chopping it off at that point. He held her 
tighter, forcing himself to remain in a state of rapt. 
contemplation and examine the fruits that were damp 
and trembling to be plucked. The firm pressure 
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of her breasts took his attention for a moment, but he 
resolutely put them out of his mind because she had 
called him a gentleman and this was one night . . . 

Her arms crept about him, and her petal-soft lips 
touched his with gentle chnging affection, and his 
resolution, though not abandoned, fled with the rest 
of his thoughts and no httle of his consciousness. She 
was a hve, palpitant armful of woman such as in his 
wildest dreams he could never have conjured up, 
and her bps were buried in the depths of his, having 
lost their gentleness now, demanding and entreating 
at the same time ... and she had assumed this posi¬ 
tion of her own vohtion. 

A sob blundered its way up his throat and was soft¬ 
ened to a mere gasp as it met the combined obstacles 
of their bps. His arms grew tighter and tighter, forc¬ 
ing a pleading bttle noise from her which made him 
instantly release the tension and swing his head back 
and forth in abject apology while his hands roved 
over her hair, his fingers tingbng to its gossamer 
touch. 

He drew away from her and looked again at the 
improbable poignance'of her face, now wearing an 
expression of sultry, staggered eagerness, her bps 
parted so that the tips of her fine teeth showed dimly 
white in the starlight. Her breasts touched, retreated, 
and touched again with her rapid breathing; but to 
him it was only another magic manifestation of pure 
divinity. 

“Albert, tell me again.” Her voice was husky and 
rich. “TeU me those nice things again, about how 
beautiful I am, and how wonderful your feelings are 
about me. Oh, Albert” She buried her face in his 
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blouse and clutched him until the nails of her fin¬ 
gers gouged his skin painfully. 

“I can teU you. I can tell you of the wonderful soft¬ 
ness of yoiur face and the purity of yoiu- eyes and the 
sweet gloss of your hair and the . . 

“Albert, did anyone so young ever talk the way 
2 ^ou do?” / 

“Did anyone ever have anyone like I have to talk 
about?” 

Oh ... She clutched him again, the ache of two 
young hearts again speaking to each other in a lan¬ 
guage that needs no tongue or voice. 

“There’s one other thing I want to say, Marlene.” 

“What's that? ^ listen hard.” 

“I love you.” Simply stated from the very depths 
of him, a phrase that was, in itself, enough; in itself 
the ultimate in superlatives, requiring no tinsel, no 
flowery adverbs to adorn it. 

She crumpled gently against his breast and for a 
long time neither spoke, then she raised her head, the 
pure blue fight of the stars glittering on the drops of 
tears that clung to her lashes, producing jewels with¬ 
out price in human conception. , 

I . . . love you.” Nothing could have come 
straighter from her heart. 

Strength left him and his own eyes clouded and 
made weird figures of the foaming breakers that 
rolled in almost geometric fines up the slope of the 
sand, to die and be reborn again. 

No more words were necessary for the communion 
of hearts, so they lay placidly in each other’s arms 
until at long last their bodies rebelled; almost si- 
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multaneously a tide of tension raced through their 
muscles and they sat erect. 

Marlene ran her hands through her hair, tossing it 
back, while Albert stretched his cramped muscles. 
Then, without volition, his arms went out and- 
spanned her narrow waist, tasting the wonder of her 
velvety skin, transmitting this taste to every neuron 
in his being. 

“You’re so ^iny in places,” he said gutturally, half 
to himself. “So tiny and yet so sufficient. So slim and 
lovely and yet so strong.” He halted, some subcon¬ 
scious switch being thrown to stop the subject of 
strength, because it had been the strength exhibited 
in an imaginary clutch which he had not yet en¬ 
joyed, which he had told himself would not happen. 

As is the case with wise women, she knew. She let 
herself softly into his arms and forced her breasts 
hard against him, her eyes begging to the limit of 
their liquid depths. ~ 

“Yes, Albert... strong, strong, very strong. I don’t 
break easily.” 

Breath scattered through his lungs with all the 
frenetic irregularity of a bevy of frightened quail 
erupting from tall grass, and when his mouth met 
her soft lips, there was nothing of the sweet affection 
that had characterized their first touch. With a sinu¬ 
ous twist, the girl sat up on a level with him and the 
stunning entry of her tongue turned his will to water. 
Like cool water bubbling from a fount, tension 
flowed away and was lost in the sands of passion that 
drank it up greedily. 

His lips hurt her, and his teeth drew little red 
marks to the surface of her skin, but each hurt was 
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only another rocketing ascension, another level to 
which to soar in search of mans greatest attainment 

Her hands were about his neck, and his face 
grimaced for a moment in a twitter of fear that she’d 
hurt herself. Strong, strong, strong! He kept repeat¬ 
ing the word over and over while his brain glared 
with the lights of anoxia. His flesh tingled, as if some 
accomplished voluptuary were skating with razor- 
edged blades across the siuface of his senses. 

With a sudden exhibition of power, he hfted her 
away from the confining area of the steering wheel 
and over to the back seat, following her on his stom¬ 
ach; there he reverted to the age of mud and stones, 
falhng into a serpentine atavism with ease whenever 
the primordial urge demanded. 

The warm wind blew gently about their twitch¬ 
ing bodies, bringing in the salty scents of the sea; and 
the waves danced merrily up the slope of sand, 
swished as they spread up, then staged foot races 
back to the sea. An anemic moon, late and apologetic, 
raised a ghostly finger above the pine-toothed hori¬ 
zon and shone whitely on their sweat-drenched skin. 
Utter exhaustion, the final accomplishment of the 
joining of a man and a woman, conquered their para¬ 
dise, and left them in peace in each other’s arms, 
their hearts sunk and laved in that final balm, that ul¬ 
timate panacea of sleep. And as tlie stars paled, and 
the ghost of a once radiant moon whitened, they still 
did not move. 


‘T3e as careful as a scared cat on a back fence,” 
Mumford had told Sunny over the phone when he 
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explained about Dan. “Keep your pistol. Does he 
know where you hide it?” 

“Probably.” 

“Figure out a new place. Under the cushion of a 
divan is good. I’m coming to town and I’ll be at 
police headquarters during the day and at the hotel 
at night. Call if you need me or have someone else 
call. This is the last lap.” 

After his warning, she had taken the automatic 
from the desk and placed it imder a cushion of the 
couch. She sat on it several times and found that it 
couldn’t be felt, but then she remembered that Big 
Ed was heavier than she. She attacked this dilemma 
by putting it imder the cushion of one of the chairs. 
That didn’t woric, because if she was sitting, she’d 
have to get up to reach the gun, and that was not 
satisfactory. 

She wishei^ she had a smaller gun so she might 
strap it to the inside of her thigh as she had read 
about once, but since she couldn’t hope to secret the 
larger weapon on her person, what with the fit of 
her clothes, she abandoned that idea. Then she 
thought of the book shelves. Pulling out a dictionary, 
she put the weapon behind it and replaced thq book. 
She didn’t particularly care to have the pistol so far 
from the chairs and couch, but it was the best place 
she could think of. 

Marlene and Albert stayed away most of the days 
and, after working hours, nights. For this she was 
grateful, because she was afraid that Marlene was 
not of the metal to become engaged in the situation 
she felt rapidly building up. Big Ed was morose and 
silent, rarely having a word for her, but she’d catch 



HITCH-HIKE HUSSY 


171 


him eyeing her closely. That the electrician, Amos 
Sharrit, had not been asked to search the ofiBce for 
hidden microphones, she discovered by asking him. 

“I just won’t be able to find it,” he said, unper¬ 
turbed. “The reason why they haven’t asked me is 
because they don’t know a microphone from a spark 
plug. I’ll bet they’ve searched that office a dozen 
times without ever thinking about that overhead 
globe. I gilded the cord and it’s so fine, they’d have 
to examine the drop chains with a spy glass to locate 
it.” 

They hadn’t found the microphone, but no more 
conversation was heard from the office, even thou^ 
Simny would leave the machine running for several 
hours. Her supply of nervous stamina was beginning 
to run low and the knowledge that the same tension 
was also bearing dovra on Big Ed was little comfort, 
even though he had started drinking heavily and 
looked puffier and more bleary-eyed than ever. 

She was seated at the bar taking a break one Sat¬ 
urday night after a hard session in the card room, 
when Dori sat beside her and, without paying her the 
slightest attention, ordered a stinger. When the bar¬ 
tender moved away to make it he said in an under¬ 
tone: “Come play the wheel for a while.” 

He took the stinger and disappeared into the men’s 
lounge. Sunny finished her drink and, after slowly 
smoking a cigarette, went to the roulette table and 
took up a position close to Dori. 

“Better watch Ed,” said Dori, during a pause in 
table oratory. He took up the chant again, picked up, 
and paid oflF chips. “He wants to get Bassennan.” 
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A column of ice climbed through Sunny’s middle 
and collected dead weight about her heart, 
•men?” 

Dori continued his chant and lifted one shoulder 
expressively. “Ride out tonight at one-thirty . . . 
toward Mobile. I’ll step out.” 


Driving a rented car, Sunny drove slowly east with 
the dome light on. Her nerves were tensed and every 
now and again she’d seize her bottom hp in her teeth 
to stifle the boiling rage that served to some extent 
to counteract her nervousness. Half-a-mile out of 
town, a man leaped from the tall grass when she was 
almost opposite him, making her shde the wheels. 

Dori leaped in beside her and the car picked up 
speed. He said nothing for a moment, drawing hun¬ 
grily on a cigarette. / 

“You put out a hand to Marco,” he said quietly. 
“I’ll do the same for you. Ed got in a new man yes¬ 
terday.” 

“You mean Paul Elgin .. . that hatchet-faced . . .” 

“Yeah . . , hatchet-faced hatchet man. He wanted 
to blast Basserman right away.” 

"Why didn’t he?” 

“Ed convinced him it wouldn’t work here ’cause * 
Ed can get away with gambling, all right, but when 
it makes rough the State Police are on Basserman’s 
side. Then Ed remembered that in his day he was a 
good deer hunter and he’s got two or three fine rifles. 
They didn’t say any more after that, but that’s why 
I said to watch Ed.” 
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“You think he’d shoot Mumford down in open day¬ 
light?” 

“Could be, but I don’t think so. He’s got some idea, 
but I don’t know what.” 

“And they’ve decided Mumford’s the cause of all 
the trouble?” 

Dori sighed. “The feds are coming in, sure. Ever 
since that soldier took a pill, things have been boiling. 
Basserman started it by finding that boy and stirring 
up the stink. Then he got yoa into the place. That’s 
what they think now. That’s what makes Ed so mad. 
It was done so shck that he thought he was doing 
himself a favor at the time.” He shrugged expres¬ 
sively. “This has been coming a long time. With the 
feds interested, we’d just as well look for some place 
to go.” 

“Have you heard from Marco?” 

If Dori heard, he said nothing, pulling on his ciga¬ 
rette in long slow drags. “Better watch out for your¬ 
self,” he said at length. “Ed thinks you got a whisper 
wire on him.” 

“I’ll watch out.” 

She went to the hotel that night and in a phone 
booth in the lobby she had a conversation with Mum- 
ford, but went back to the Batecado in a state of dis¬ 
satisfaction. His coolness in the face of danger 
irritated her, but he had been adamant. Let Bordelon 
make the move . . . 


Sunny tried to sleep, but only dozed fitfully, and 
the next morning, .early, in the utter quiet of the huge 
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building in which no one stirred, she lay still for a 
while then sat up, every nerve quivering like a taut 
wire. She had heard the squish of Ed’s door on the 
hall carpet, and the dead footfalls as he walked away. 

With a bound, she leaped to her feet and skidded 
into a'pair of white briefs. Stopping in the dressing 
operation in a frenzy of fear, she grabbed her gun 
from the book shelves, spilUng several volumes out 
in her haste, and fled down the corridor with her 
slacks and shirt in her hands. She scorned the eleva¬ 
tor and went almost headlong down the steps, col- 
hding with Mary June, the women who came every 
morning to clean the apartments, offices, and lounges. 

“Mary June, Ed come this way?” 

“No’m,” quavered the shaken woman. “You the 
only one what come down.” 

“What about the elevator?” 

“It’s upstairs. I tried to use it.” 

With a moan of anguish. Sunny went back up the 
stairs, three at a time, and stopped in the corridor. 
Where could he have gone? Where could he have? 
Then it struck her. Only one place other than the 
other apartments. The roof garden. And from the 
roof garden the hotel entrance could be seen with 
ease . . . only two short blocks away. She took the 
steps to the roof garden as fast as she could climb, 
but before she got to the door, the stinging crack of a 
high-powered rifle reached her ears. The door was 
locked, but one bullet from her pistol, and the thick 
panel swung open op its hinges. 

She had dropped her clothes on the way up the 
stairs, so both hands were now free, and she used her 
left to push the door on back and lunged through. 
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Again came the lash of the rifle explosion, and she ar¬ 
rived to his rear in time to see the recoil whip his 
thick shoulder back. He was aiming over the low re¬ 
straining wall that circled the roof, kneeling between 
two potted arbor vitae trees, well hidden from any¬ 
one below. 

The sun shone brightly on Sunny's nearly nude 
figure as she stood on the loose gravel of the roof, her 
legs spread wide, her breasts riding high and alert 
like antennae sensing danger. 

Big Ed, a snarl of satisfaction on his thick lips, 
turned around, but Sunny had seen it, too, and in 
that instant it transformed her from a girl in the 
transport of wild, urgent excitement to a cold ma¬ 
chine now bent on revenge. She was too late to have 
prevented it. 

She had seen the crowd of people huddled about 
what appeared to be the figure of a tall man on the 
sidewalk near the entrance of the hotel. When Ed 
saw her there, poised like the figure of some venge¬ 
ful angel, with only the white panties as clothes, a 
figure of magnificent grace, of implacable purpose, 
her face chilled into a mask tlirough which her eyes 
burned like white-hot jets,, he must have thought he 
saw a grim revelation. He held the rifle in one nerve¬ 
less hand, while his jaw hung foolishly agape, and 
his eyes became opaque blobs in his face. 

“You did it, Ed,” came the measured tonesr“You 
did it, you unspeakable animal, but youll never en¬ 
joy it.” 

The automatic barked a savage exclamation of 
power, and the rifle clattered to the roof, kicking up 
a spray of gravel. He still looked at her, his mouth 
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now dribbling saliva, a red spot staining his shoul¬ 
der. A lesser man would have been knocked flat from 
the shock of the expanding bullet, but he still stood, 
his own nerves beyond transmitting shock to his 
fevered brain. 

She took a step nearer and the shining gun ex¬ 
ploded again, kicking at her hand, a force which she 
took easily in the joints of shoulder and elbow. He 
went backward two staggering steps and clamped his 
gross arms across his stomach, then lurched to his 
knees. 

One hand shot out and grabbed the rifle, bring¬ 
ing it to him, his eyes now clear but shtted with 
agony. Again she fired, but the bidlet only split the 
stock of the rifle as he brought it across his body 
struggling to get the muzzle toward her. 

It rang in her face and she felt a pang of lurid 
agony billow up across her naked stomach to her 
head, and her eyes blurred hazily. She took another 
step and stood almost over him. She couldn’t see him 
except as a gross frog-like object crouched at her 
feet, darker than the tawny gravel all around. She 
held the pistol out at arm’s length and pumped the 
three remaining bullets into him at point blank range. 
She swayed forward and saved herself from falling 
by clutching a shiny umbrella support that was near¬ 
by .. . climg for a moment, then shd into a sitting 
position. 

She could feel the trickle of hot blood down her 
flanks but, in spite of the pain, she felt reheved. 
There was no move from the blob of protoplasm that 
had been Big Ed Bordelon. Gradually she came back 
to full consciousness and could make out objects 
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... and in the door she made out the object of Paul 
Elgin leaning negligently against the door jamb, a 
long-barreled Luger in Ws right hand. 

“Too bad,” he said softly. “I had thought I’d take 
care of Ed when the time came and you and I’d make 
hay. You don’t play fair. You shoot.” 

The Luger rose slowly to the aim. “I hate myself 
for this,” he said. “Ought never to shoot a beauti¬ 
ful woman, but what can I do? When beautiful 
women . . .” 

He staggered forward like a drunk trying to leap, 
and his chest sprang full of bloody fountains that 
started to trickle after the initial spurt . . . hurtling 
and sliding in the gravel until he and Big Ed seemed 
to be trying to whisper in each other’s ears . . . but 
Big Ed’s ears were not in any condition to listen. 

Sunny knew there must have been an explosion, 
but her head was ringing and things were growing 
hazy again. She clung weakly to the support, seeing 
two vague figures come out of the door. She watched, 
not caring a great deal about them, nor about Paul 
Elgin, nor about Big Ed, nor about anything except 
that she hurt and was so dreadfully tired. 

“She’s got a bloody gash across the stomach,” came 
a voice that sounded like Marco’s, except that it 
couldn’t be. — 

“She’s all right. Ill put my coat aroutid her and 
we’ll get an ambulance,” said a voice that sounded 
like Dori’s, but it was unlikely. 



CHAPTER 11 


Sunny opened her eyes wearily and looked for a long 
time at a white ceiling. The air was cool and fresh 
and good, but it had a strange smell. She felt so at 
peace that she let her hds droop and dropped off to 
sleep again. When she awoke again, she felt stronger 
and her stomach seemed to be one great boil, sending 
arrows of pain leaping through her nerves at the 
slightest movement. Inside it was a void of equal pro¬ 
portions. She unstuck her eyelids with determination 
and said in a voice that startled her: “Dammit, I’m 
hungry.” 

*That sounds al^ut right, for you,” said a mock¬ 
ing voice and, moving her head, she saw Mumford 
standing at the foot of her bed. For a long moment 
she looked at him, then began to cry as softly as she 
could, holding her thickly bandaged stomach. 

Will that hurt her, Mac?” asked Mumford. 

“No,” came a deep, strange voice. “The bullet 
ploughed up the subcutaneous tissue and ruptured 
the skin like a furrow, but the abdominal wall is in- 
tact. It’s painful, but that’s all.” 

“But... I thought he had killed you,” she sobbed^^^ 
178 
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“He did, too,” replied Mumford, as he pulled a 
chair close to her bed and leaned forward. “You sure 
did a job. Sunny. A wonderful job. You not only got 
all the recorded evidence we needed, but you blew 
down the man we would have used it on. Saved the 
state money.” 

“I told you not to mention that,” said the doctor 

sharply. , 

“Go to hell, Mac. Sunny’s my gal. She wont cave 
in. Think you could have done any better with a .30 

caliber bullet in your guts?” 

“I'just pointed out,” said the doctor caustically, 
“that the bullet didn’t reach the . . . er, guts as you 

call them ...” ( , 

“Shut up, both of you. Mumford, you werent 

shot?” 

“No, honey. The first shot scared me stiff for a mo¬ 
ment, and the second came just as I was trying to 
dive a foxhole into the sidewalk. A belated flash of 
wisdom told me to go limp and play dead, since the 
man shooting in broad daylight was hardly ^likely 
to stick around pumping bullets into a corpse. 

“My God, but you yak a lot \vithout talking. What 
about me? Who saved me from Paul Elgin?” 

He grinned. “Cast your bread upon the waters. 
“Please, Mumford. I save your wretched life and 
you plague me with double talk when you know 1 m 
burning up.” 

“All right. It was Marco. You see, Marco knew 
more about Ed than anyone else. He knew this would 
probably happen because he had heard Ed say I was 
the only man who stood between him and full coii- 
trol here, and that sooner or later he’d have to liqui- 
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date me. Marco got religion suddenly when you 
saved him from that one-way ride. You know Italians. 
They get emotional about a debt.” 

“Didn’t I hear Dori’s voice, too?” 

“Sure. After that caucus, when Ed remembered his 
big game experience and silence fell, Dori, who has 
been keeping Marco under cover for a week, took 
the information to Marco besides telling you. They 
sneaked into the club after hours last night and 
stayed at the central tube board on the first floor. 
That s where all the tubes converge. They heard Ed 
tell Gardenia he’d get me with the rifle and called 
me. I told them you’d already warned me, so the 
thing to find out was when. They never did, because 
Ed didn’t mention it. The first inh'mation they had 
was early this morning when they were sneaking 
away from the club and the rifle went off right in 
their ears. Marco grabbed his shotgun out of Dori’s 
car when the rifle went off, and scrammed back into 
the club with Don at his heels. They went throu gh 
the club while you were shooting Ed all over the 
roof. They got there just in time to put Elgin back 
in Ed’s company. Elgin evidently stayed in the chiefs 
apartment and came out when he heard the shoot¬ 
ing.” 

“What about Danr 

“Dan s fine, but I’ve been keeping him hidden for 
good reason. Dan says the soldier tried to get Ed to 
give him back the money he’d lost because he was 
supposed to go on furlough to get married. He tried 
to run his roll up to a wad and naturally got taken. 
Ed laughed in his face and handed him a tube of rat 
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poison he had been given by a salesman. The kid* 
used it.” 

“That wouldn’t legally be murder, would it?” 

Oh, no, not legally. Ed would have gotten out of 
it, but the publicity would have been ruinous. It was 
also the last straw that put me on his trail for blood.” 

“Were all the recordings good?” 

“Perfect. He wouldn t have had a dog’s chance. 
You knocked us out of a lot of fun, but the state ought 
to give you a bonus.” 

She was silent for a while, then she said in a small 
voice: “Mumford, I want Jim.” 

“You shall have him tomorrow. He’s in northern 
Alabama and I put the State Pohce on his trail. They 
found him in about three hours. He’s going to hire a 
driver to bring the truck in. You have other children 
who are crying to see you.” 

“Who?” 

Albert and Marlene. They were married about' 
the time you got shot yesterday morning.” 

“Ohl” Her eyes filled with tears. “I’m so glad. I 
never saw two people who need each other like they 
do.” 

“That’s because your vision is somewhat obscured. 

I know- two who’re about as badly off. Their first 
names begin with S and J.” 

“Where are Albert and Marlene?” 

“They’re in the lobby. I’ll send them in. They’re 
my honeymoon guests.” 

Her eyes were soft and damp as she looked at him 
with tremendous affection. “Mumford, you’re about 
the swellest guy I know.” 
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He tilted his head and nodded in mock seriousness. 
“How right you are, my dear, how right you arel” 


It was late January and warm winds from the Gulf 
had effectively insulated the area from the full blast 
of winter. The more daring members of the tree fam- 
ffy had already frosted their branches with experi¬ 
mental buds, and occasionally there came the crisp, 
rollicking fragrance of crab apple, and the more 
sedate and restrained perfume of peach blossoms. 

Sunny and Jim sat on the edge oHhe pool watch¬ 
ing bass flick like shadowy blades of silver through 
the depths in quest of minnows. A breeze blew 
drowsily, exciting a mocking bird into a frenzy of 

love calls. „ 

“This place,” said Sunny, stretching carefully, is 
a place Ill always come back to no matter where our 
fortunes take us.” 

“It’s peace and beauty, yet gives off the makings 
of fun—of excitement,” said Jim lazily, verging on a 
yawn, although it was only noon. ^ ^ 

‘That’s the effect of Mumford,” she said. “You can t 
live around him without becoming infected.” 

“Speaking of infection,” said Jim with a grin, 
“when I went to town yesterday, I ran into him with 
the most luscious redhead you ever lamped. She had 
a broad sprinkling of freckles and vivid blue eyes 
and a chest that would get her instant admission to 

■ any casting office.” 

“Is that all it would get her?” 

“Not if I interpreted the hght in Mumford’s eyes 

correctly.” 
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“Have you seen Darleen?” 

* “You mean the maid?” 

“Yes.” 

“Darleen . . . Darleen . . He rubbed his brow 
then grinned. “Wow . . . yesi Does he have his eye 
on her, too?” ^ 

“I can think of a dilly of a crack to that, but I 
won’t say it, being a lady.” 

“Brother, she’s got it where it counts! And, being 
so endowed, she isn’t bothered by any rules put forth 
by people who are dried up and juiceless.” 

Sunny, stretching catlike, but carefully (her stom¬ 
ach was stUl sore to sudden moves), crossed her legs, 
* a few inches of which were covered by nile green silk 
shorts. A matching halter did valiant but inseciu'e 
duty at a higher altitude. 

“What about my juices?” 

“There ought to be a law,” he said, “but since there 
ain’t..He shrugged. “When will your former flexi¬ 
bility return?” 

“In no time, now. I take exercise every night.” 

“Yeah, but the wrong kind.” He inhaled deeply. 
“Where’s Albert and Marlene?” 

“Tramping about in the woods, I suppose. They 
must walk miles every day.” 

“He’s been lucky alxjut getting leaves. This is the 
second, and for thirty days.” 

“Mumford is a very persuasive man, and he and 
Colonel Bardahl were shavetails together in the first 
fracas.” 

“What say we take a walk? That’ll be good ex¬ 
ercise.” 
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“Right with you. I’ll have to rig up a lunch later 
because it's everybody’s day oflE.” 

“All right with me. I’m not hungry now.” 

In the valley back of the house ran a small, cold 
stream bordered by sand and gravel beds, and pro¬ 
tected from the sun by overhanging branches of pine, 
oak, beech, magnoha, and willow. A cow path tra¬ 
versed the stream some yards from its banks, winding 
in and out of jungles of brambles and, this being eas¬ 
ier walking, they used it. Stopping once to hsten to 
the many sounds of nature emerging from a winter’s 
sleep, voices came to their ears. 

Jim chuckled. “Dog that I am, I crave to sneak up 
and peek.” , 

“Snoop that I am. I’m right with you, although 
if it’s what I think it is, it Won’t be good for my state 
of enforced morals.” 

“You’re standing it as well as I am . .. your fault 
entirely.” 

“Naturally. Lead on, dog, observing a dark shade of 
caution. They might resent us watching.” 

Albert lay on his back on a log. Marlene lay be¬ 
side him, with the sun accentuating the richness of 
her coloring and the filled-out contours that had been 
lovely, but faintly insufiBcent in places back in the 
days when she had not been eating regularly. Her 
breasts touched his flanks as she lay beside him, her 
arms across his stomach, cradling her head. 

“Whoever,” his words came clearly to them, 
“rigged up things had a head on him.” 

“Hah,” she barked. “Naturally he’d have to be a 
man.” 

“Being a He, naturally.” 
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What is all this leading up to?” 

He sat up and pulled her close to his breast. “Fif¬ 
teen minutes ago, if happiness could have killed I’d 

W fen a dead man. Wfever rigged the deal 
nxed It so happiness couldn't kill ” 

Jun stirred and pulled Sunny to him, his hands shd- 
creeping toward the halter, filling 
with the crearny bounty hidden there. Sunny winced 
as M uncontrollable tremor ripped through her. 

stai^°th^ “You know I can’t 

Natch. That’s what I was depending on. Exercise 
• . . nuts. 


Albert released Marlene and massaged the thick 
masses of her hair with hands that were merely the 
messengers of a heart filled to the bursting. 

If it wasn’t so much effort I’d get off this log and 
repeat joyful occurrences." 


She rose to her feet and pushed his head back 
against the smooth bark, her hair obscuring her face. 
Then, with the ineffable grace of a priestess of Ophir 
covering a Sacred illis, the pink olive wonder of Mar- 
ene covered him with all things coming in their 
proper order to their appointed tasks. 

“Happiness, Albert... all of it in all the world ... 
mine . mine ... and yours ... Happiness!” 

And mine,” whispered Jim, his bps taking the lobe 
ot aunny s ear and working it gently. 

Let s get out of here,” she muttered, and took off 
down the path. 


For a long time they walked, striving by the exer¬ 
cise to quell the thundering concussions of their 
hearts. 
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“How sore are your he said, as she paused and 

rested against a leaning sycamore. ^ 

“I never felt better in my life, she whispered 

hoarsely. „ 

“But you are sore, Mrs. Bottomly. 

“That’s another opemng for a crack that Im too 

much of a lady to use.” ,,, t.. 

He leaned against her, bracing himself by ^ arms 
that rested against the tree on either side of Jer. ^ 
lips encompassed hers in a kiss that brough 

^^^oSirnot a dog. No dog would do this to me.” 
“I’m the worst dog you ever saw.” 

“I know, I know...” , . i 

Tears coursed down her cheeks in^a ghttermg sa¬ 
ver trail. “Oh, what a louse you are.” • 

“I’ll thank you, madam ... 

“Shut up. Jim .. . Shut upr She gripped him and 

His hands caressed the length of her thighs. 
“Relax,” he whispered. “Just relax . . . just ho 
•• • 

™^ere was no rhythm, no movement save of the 
shghtest. but his lips never ceased their assault upon 
hefs, his tongue and hers in constant 
at last he transferred his attention to her shell-hke 
ear, delving deeply into the channel. Her skin sprang 
alive with the sensaUon of a million piercmg arrows, 
but they were arrows that stung like nettles. The sen¬ 
sation soared upward through her vitals and suffused 
her brain with such paralyzing joy that she 
have moved actively had she been able. Her back 
curved toward him, admitting and beggmg greater 
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love, a love that held her in a vise that was strong 
and yet curiously relaxed; a love that pampered her 
wounded condition and finally lashed her with a whip 
that scarified her senses and dropped her with full 
support into a hot tmgid sea of thick, rolhng waves 
that beat and yet bore her safely in a soft, oily cocoon, 
protecting and yet exciting her wildly. 

Gently he caught her lax head in his hand and low¬ 
ered her to the ground without disturbing the won¬ 
drous love to which she clung without chnging, that 
she had achieved without achieving, that had rav¬ 
aged her without ravaging, leaving her at peace, 
hardly conscious, but lax and in complete comfort. 

After a while she moved her head and gathered his 
hps to hers, where they stayed welded for some time. 


Forty feet away Albert and Marlene faced each 
other, their faces strained and glazed with sweat. 

“Let s go back to the creek,” he said, as he drew 
her gently close. 

“Let’s be .quiet,” she said. “They might be awfully 
sore if they knew we had watched them.” 


The End 
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